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Preface

The background to this study began in research that I had undertaken in the late 1980s after the appearance of studies concerning newly discovered Israelite inscriptions. Further research revealed a significant growth in the results of archaeological sites excavated and the study of various ancient Near Eastern documents, and a massive increase in the publications in the field of ancient Israelite religion. The former especially focused on newly published documents from Mari, Ugarit, and Emar. The results of all this material appeared to position the study of ancient Israelite religion as one of the most interesting and exciting areas in the study of the Hebrew Bible and the world in which Israel lived.

While I have learned much from my reading and research in this field, I sensed the need for a basic introduction that could provide a survey of methods of research, current syntheses and their relation to both the biblical text and other archaeological and textual evidence, and a critical review of the interpretation of what the religious world of ancient Israel was about. The present volume seeks to provide what may be an interim assessment of this changing and developing field. The choice of materials surveyed and the interpretations and scholars reviewed represents a fraction of the whole discipline. Nevertheless, some selectivity was necessary if the field was to be adequately covered. If the work succeeds at all it will be to provide a stimulus to the reader for further research in one or more aspects of this vast and growing field. It may also assist in making some sense out of the many questions and issues that surround the relationship between archaeological, biblical, and extrabiblical textual evidence. In the end the work should raise more questions than it answers and it is hoped that these questions will open new areas of research and understanding.

It remains to express my gratitude to the many who have made this study possible. I am grateful to Denver Seminary for sabbatical leave during 2004 that enabled me to undertake important research for this work. I thank Dr. Keith Wells, the seminary’s librarian, and all the staff who kindly helped me with my every request and assisted my study. I thank my colleague, Dr. M. Daniel Carroll R., who looked over various parts of the manuscript and made helpful comments. I am grateful to the Institute of Biblical Research for the invitation to present the plenary lecture on November 21, 2003, in Atlanta, “Iron Age Religion in Israel and Its Neighbors: Any Distinctives in the Extrabiblical Evidence?” The interaction and feedback after that lecture provided me with important insights and motivation to pursue the research. In particular, Dr. Theodore Lewis, in his response to the lecture and in his later and more detailed interaction with an early draft of the manuscript, provided invaluable criticisms and perspectives that enabled me to improve this work in ways I would not otherwise have considered. I also thank Dr. Ziony Zevit for his willingness to read through the work and provide me with helpful comments. Further, thanks are due to Dr. Philip Johnston for his careful reading of the manuscript and for his detailed critique. I am grateful as well to Baker Academic for their willingness to publish this work and for the patience of Jim Kinney, Brian Bolger, and others as I attempted to complete it. All statements in this book remain my own responsibility and that of no one else.

I dedicate this work to my daughter, Fiona Jean Hess, whose graduation from college and beginning of seminary studies I celebrated during the years of research on the present work.
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Preliminary Perspectives 

The purpose of this work is to survey the major elements of the study of ancient Israelite religion and the methods that have been used to study them. Interest in Israelite religion has recently enjoyed a renaissance. Why have so many books and articles been written on the subject with no indication of a reduction in their number in coming years? Several factors have contributed to this development: renewed interest in the areas of the history of the study of Old Testament theology; the explosion in the archaeological excavation of what is often called “the Holy Land”; and the broader philosophical and cultural trends of our era, especially postmodernism.

I begin with the “pedigree” of the study of Israelite religion vis-à-vis the study of the Old Testament and especially Old Testament theology. Dissatisfaction with traditional approaches to Old Testament theology can be traced to the end of a major movement in this field—the Biblical Theology Movement—in the mid-twentieth century. This dissatisfaction, along with a gradual shift away from the pursuit of a single unifying theological principle, led to the identification of a plurality of theologies, whose contradictory approaches and interpretations are nevertheless grouped together within the collection of literature known as the Hebrew Bible.1 This shift in thought led scholars to posit a radical disjunction between a late, idealized final edition of the Old Testament and its underlying multiplicity of parties and contentious views of worship and religious beliefs. From such a milieu, Israelite religion strengthened itself as a discipline independent of Old Testament theology. Those who studied it sought a path between two dangerous extremes: the Scylla of a “flattened out” Old Testament with no acknowledgment of its multiple voices and the Charybdis of an agnosticism that could not know anything about the history of early Israel and its religion.2

 Thus Israelite religion as a modern discipline turned away from a fundamentally literary task aimed at distilling the principle teachings of the Old Testament for faith, life, and—especially in Christian contexts—a connection with the New Testament and Jesus Christ. In place of this, it focused on the growing body of textual and archaeological evidence addressing the subject of ancient Israel’s life. This result is the second factor contributing to general interest in the religion of Israel. The analysis of cult centers and burials in Palestine emerged with the astonishingly intensive archaeological exploration and excavation of the region that has occurred during the past century. The discovery of cult centers, whether mere assemblages of religious artifacts and altars or larger architectural structures, led scholars to ask how they relate to the inhabitants of the land, and especially to Israel. The same was true of the burial sites, where complements of eating utensils and cultic paraphernalia raised questions about a cult of the dead.

With an increasing accumulation of data there also emerged refined methods for the investigation and typological classification of these two phenomena. Hand in hand with the material remains there appeared significant new inscriptional evidence. While written texts from all periods continue to be studied and published, there is no question but that the evidence from ancient Palestine and its immediate neighbors has created the greatest interest. Above all, those ninth/eighth-century BC inscriptions from the northern Sinai site of Kuntillet [image: s1], commonly understood as mentioning “Yahweh and his Asherah” (where Asherah is understood as a goddess), have provided what is arguably the major catalyst for a revolution in our understanding of the beliefs of Israelites during their monarchy (c. 1000–586 BC). The inscriptions that mention this blessing, while not limited to this Sinai caravansary (a sort of ancient hotel) or cult center, constitute the centerpiece of discussion about the role of a goddess or cult symbol and its relationship to Yahweh.3 It is, in fact, no longer possible to accept a simple division between those who worshiped Yahweh as a single and unique deity, on the one hand, and those who served Baal and a pantheon of deities, on the other. Yahweh has now become a member of the pantheon of Iron Age Palestine.4


Chronological Divisions for the Ancient Near East 

[image: 9781441201126_0013_001]
Note: I recognize and am pleased to affirm the legitimacy of the usage of BCE in place of BC and of CE in place of AD. Here I have chosen to use the traditional and widely recognized rubrics without regard to any philosophical or otherwise ideological agenda.



A third and final factor in the emergence of interest in the study of Israelite religion has been the methodological and cultural impact of a cluster of philosophies and worldviews that may be grouped under the general term of postmodernism. Its wide-scale rejection of traditional authoritarian forms and acceptance of particular types of pluralism has driven the discipline and its interpretation of the extrabiblical evidence in a specific direction. Thus scholars of Israelite religion in the past generation have directed their research away from assumptions of a single authoritarian faith with a single deity. Rather than seeing the “Yahweh and (his) Asherah” material at Kuntillet [image: s1] and elsewhere as an aberration in a predominantly Yahwistic society, the majority of scholars find more inviting and inherently more probable the presence of multiple religions existing side by side in ancient Israel. These religions remained continually in a state of flux and transformation as they were affected by political, economic, and cultural forces from outside and from within the society. At Kuntillet [image: s1], then, Yahweh had a wife named Asherah and he had children, all of whom were members of the divine council that was worshiped in ancient Israel. Given this prevalence of multiple deities, the student of the Hebrew Scriptures must penetrate behind such erudite sources as the Deuteronomist and priestly redactors to find evidence of this religious pluralism (on these “redactors,” see below).

How then should the question of the influence of postmodernism and prevailing philosophies on the study of Israelite religion be considered? Some have sought to examine it directly in terms of the philosophical rationale itself.5 That task, however essential it might be, lies beyond the scope of this study. Others would emphasize again the role of biblical theology as a legitimate enterprise.6 This too holds much promise but is not the direction of the present work. Rather, this study proposes to reexamine the extrabiblical and biblical evidence for the religions of the southern Levant in the Iron Age (c. 1200–586 BC) and to locate features that might be distinctive in terms of the religions of Israelites and Judeans. If it succeeds at all, it will at best serve as an initial body of data that can be used for the study of Israelite religion. It will not directly answer questions concerning the influence of philosophies upon the current models, but will rather address both what is customary and what remains anomalous on the landscape of this ancient religion. In the end it will argue that, while there existed a bewildering variety of religious beliefs and practices in the relatively tiny states that were Israel and Judah, this does not exclude, in terms of logic or of evidence, the possibility of a single core of beliefs among some that extended back, perhaps far back, into Israel’s preexilic past.7

Definitions 

Religion 

Up to this point I have begged the question of the definition of my terms, particularly the word “religion.” This having so far been a brief review of current trends, it has not been necessary to define this term. However, the selection of evidence that will proceed henceforth must force a consideration of this basic question. And it must be considered in the light of archaeology and epigraphy as well as the biblical sources, rather than merely as an abstract theological construct. A working definition of religion for the purpose of this study is the service and worship of the divine or supernatural through a system of attitudes, beliefs, and practices.8 This dictionary definition is intended as a heuristic device to enable discussion to proceed.

Two major problems arise for such a definition in the context of the study of Israelite religion. First, there is the question of the relationship between Israelite religion and biblical theology. This problem is unique to the subject of Israelite religion. A study of religion elsewhere in the world or at another time would not consider this issue. Here it must be addressed. Israelite religion developed out of the study of biblical theology. In what is traditionally understood as the essay that distinguished biblical theology from dogmatic theology, Johann P. Gabler (2004, 506) observed in 1787, “biblical theology itself remains the same, namely in that it deals only with those things which holy men perceived about matters pertinent to religion, and is not made to accommodate our point of view.”

In light of Israelite religion, one might add that biblical theology would not accommodate the points of view of many of the ancient Israelites. There is a recognizable distinction between biblical theology on the one hand, which emphasizes the ideals that the biblical writers thought should constitute Israel’s religious beliefs and practices, and the study of Israelite religion on the other, which considers what ancient Israel actually did believe and do in matters of religion. The latter is how we will understand the term in our study. Although there can be significant overlap in the content of the two, in the final analysis the study of Israelite religion examines the biblical texts for evidence of beliefs and practices that diverge from those the texts advocate. In doing so it is necessary to supplement this material with extrabiblical sources, both written and archaeological. These assist in balancing the polemics of the biblical writers and they can provide a greater depth and illumination to their study. Furthermore, this material allows those who practiced religion an opportunity to “speak” for themselves through their own inscriptions and archaeological evidence. This is essential to understanding the whole picture, or as much of it as is available. Nevertheless, complete separation of theology from religion remains impossible.

The use of extrabiblical evidence points to the second problem or limitation that arises from my definition of religion: the sources for the study of the subject. A vast diversity of material can be grouped into many different categories to describe Israelite religion. Within the ancient boundaries of Israel, there is the evidence of material culture related to religion. On a wider geographic scale, we find written inscriptions both within the confines of ancient Israel and in the neighboring regions. Also, there are the lengthier texts from Ugarit, Emar, and other archives of the second millennium BC. In addition, later Jewish sources—such as the intertestamental texts, the Dead Sea Scrolls, Josephus, and others—contain significant insights into the religious practices of ancient Israel. One may also consult the Christian and Greco-Roman writers who were aware of earlier, and who observed contemporary, practices of the neighbors of Israel and their heirs, such as the Phoenician and Punic cultures. Not only are the materials vast, there is contention at times over how any single item should be interpreted. If this work is to serve the purpose of a survey, it must remain selective, discussing as concisely as possible almost every datum examined and interpreted. When addressing interpretive issues that are central to scholarly debate (and this centrality itself is a controversial matter), as for example the interpretation of the blessings in the Kuntillet [image: s1] inscriptions, I will survey the various views and defend my position. At other times, however, I can do little more than note that there is an issue and provide the reader with relevant bibliographic sources.

Then there is the Hebrew Bible itself. While preserving a variety of genres, each with many allusions to religious life, the questions about how to interpret these in their contexts are compounded by the issues of the tradition history and literary development of the biblical text. When were the religious texts written and to what extent do they reflect reality in the period they purport to describe—or in any period? These problems are unique to the biblical text although there are at times similar questions about some of the later extrabiblical sources. More needs to be said about this question than a book on Israelite religion can address. Nevertheless, it will be the concern of this study to introduce and to discuss both the major interpretive approaches and the questions that arise concerning them. These will be noted as the discussion progresses.

Methodologically, synthesizing the witnesses of a variety of texts and material cultures remains problematic. Neither texts nor artifacts from a particular period and site are necessarily more objective than the other in any interpretation, and this is all the more true when we impose religious questions on one hand and use controversial biblical texts on the other.9 Nevertheless, an attempt must be made to address both types of evidence in order to evaluate the religious horizon with all the available data. The method used to connect the two must include the proper controls, otherwise it is difficult to plausibly integrate the biblical and archaeological dimensions. The biblical evidence must be addressed on its own terms, as must the preponderance of archaeological evidence. This will also allow each to speak for itself. However, since this study considers questions of the varieties of religion in ancient Israel, intentionally avoiding some questions that may be better addressed by a biblical theological method, the extrabiblical evidence will set much of the agenda for the use of evidence from the biblical text. At the same time I am aware that the biblical and nonbiblical evidence must also address each other, and all the more so for materials from the later Israelite period, given the broader agreement that exists as to the dating of the sources of the traditions behind the biblical texts.

Thus I am conscious of the problems in the comparative method. Assembling textual and/or archaeological evidence of similarities between cultures or even different sources from the same culture does not guarantee any necessary relationship between the religious beliefs or practices that the similarities suggest. Instead, it is necessary to identify those “configurations of traits” that may reveal discontinuities such as the distinctiveness of Israel’s God, both in its own context and in comparison with surrounding cultures.10 While this may appear to detract from the stated importance placed on the extrabiblical sources, it does not because such sources may form part of the traits of ancient Israelite religion, especially where they are close in time and place to this culture.

Israelite 

In addition to a definition of religion, it is also appropriate to consider the significance of “Israelite” in Israelite religion. Spatial and temporal parameters form the strictures here. Spatially, ancient Israel is centered in the highlands of Canaan to the west of the Jordan River, with the possibility of an extension eastward of that water. Near the beginning of the Iron Age, in the last decade of the thirteenth century (c. 1210 BC), the victory stele of Pharaoh Merneptah records Israel as a people group alongside a list of three fortified cities: Ashkelon, Gezer, and Yanoam. Assuming a location of Yanoam to the east of Pella in the north of modern Jordan and a geographical proximity among Israel and its three neighboring cities, then thirteenth-century Israel’s location could be somewhere in Palestine or immediately east of the Jordan River. Because Israel is not mentioned in Egyptian records previous to Merneptah, who was one of the last pharaohs of the era to wage war in Asia, it is reasonable to assume that Israel formed a new group on the scene of Western Asia.11 This, combined with the sudden appearance in the highlands of Palestine of more than three hundred village sites at the beginning of the twelfth century, provides a positive correlation for the identification of Israel with some or most of these settlements in highland Canaan, west of the Jordan River.12 A distinctive cultural connection between these settlements and those Iron Age I (c. 1200–c. 1000 BC) settlements to the east of the Jordan River and Dead Sea also may suggest Israel’s habitation of this region. The dramatic demographic shift of the highlands settlement pattern, joined with the initial appearance of the name Israel in the final decades of Egypt’s New Kingdom presence in Canaan, suggests a significant historical marker at c. 1200 BC.

[image: 9781441201126_0019_001]
Fig. 1. Map of Southern Canaan and neighbors

The question of ethnicity cannot be answered here. The definition of Israel in Iron Age I will remain a geographical one rather than an ethnic one. This is because it is difficult to determine an ethnic difference between the Israelites of the highlands of Palestine and other groups (Canaanites, Amorites, etc.) that may have inhabited the same region.13 Without biblical evidence these highland and Transjordanian cultures cannot be further defined as Israelite, Canaanite, or whatever. However, despite evidence for cultural continuity with the preceding Late Bronze Age (c. 1550–c. 1200 BC) and an awareness of a mixture of people groups in this region, religious distinctions may yet emerge. Their connection with later, more clearly defined territories of Israel and Judah may assist in identifying what was Israelite even in Iron Age I.

At the other end of the period, the invasions of the Babylonian army led by Nebuchadnezzar culminate in the events of 587 and 586 BC. Of particular interest for this study is the period before the latter part of the seventh century. After this there is more general agreement as to the emergence of a distinctive monotheistic belief fostered by Josiah, the king of Jerusalem in the late seventh century, and his allies. Nevertheless, numerous biblical and non-Israelite texts attest to a variety of religious beliefs and practices that remained in the area. By 586 BC the spatial coordinates of Israel, including both the earlier northern kingdom of Israel as well as the southern kingdom of Judah, had been recognized extrabiblically in the Moabite, Aramean, and Assyrian accounts of battles and conquests in this area.14 They may have reached as far north as Dan and as far south as the area west of the Dead Sea. Their eastern borders at times reached beyond the Jordan River into territories disputed with Moab and Ammon. The western borders tended to be defined by the strength of lowland rivals such as Philistia and its cities, as well as city states such as Ekron, Dor, Acco, and even Tyre when it extended its influence southward.

Outline of This Book 

As already noted, the purpose of this work is to survey the major elements that constitute the study of ancient Israelite religion and the approaches that have been used to study them. With a definition of religion that involves communication with the divine or supernatural through a system of attitudes, beliefs, and practices, it is possible to look at that specific practice of religion as found in ancient Israel according to the geographical and chronological boundaries discussed in the preceding section. Chapters 2 and 3 will review the study of religion to consider important methodological controls that both good and bad aspects of the history of this discipline have illustrated. Chapter 3 will also consider the use of biblical criticism in understanding the text of the Old Testament, especially the Pentateuch. The weaknesses and strengths of various theories will be examined to provide some guidance for the controlled use of this important but debated and at times confusing literature. This study of the history of scholarly reflection will seek to demonstrate, first, the absence of universal principles in defining how religion functions in societies, and second, the way in which the contemporary worldview has a profound effect on the interpretation of the Bible and other sources for our knowledge of ancient Israelite religion.

Chapters 4 and 5 will consider what is known of the religious background of Palestine before the coming of the people known as Israel. A consideration of the archaeology and textual evidence found in important sites in Syria, Egypt, Palestine, and Jordan will enable us to identify elements of Israelite religion that are either in continuity with or distinct from the pre-Israelite past. Political, economic, ecological, and sexual factors all played important roles in the diverse religious practices of this region in the third and second millennia BC. In the succeeding chapters this will be compared with biblical texts that have a claim to reflecting some of the earliest traditions of ancient Israel. In chapters 6 and 7 we will probe the ancient stories and names of Genesis 1–11 to learn what religious realities may lay behind their texts. We will consider the role of the ancestral figures, the patriarchs and matriarchs of Genesis 12–50, and how their religious descriptions compare with the practices of the early extrabiblical evidence for religion in Syria, Palestine, and Egypt. Archaeology and texts will also be consulted in the examination of the religious practices of covenant, law, cult, pilgrimage, and others as found in the remaining literature of the Pentateuch. Further, the questions of the Israelite god Yahweh and his origins will be investigated. Here too we will consider the important question of how what is known of Yahweh compares and contrasts with other major deities of the linguistic and cultural world of ancient Israel.

In chapter 8 we will consider the biblical traditions behind the formative period of Israel as a people who first emerge in villages in the highlands of central Palestine. The nature of society and its religious expressions will then be contrasted with the cult as it emerged under David and Solomon, who represent an entirely different expression of worship, one in much greater continuity with the surrounding cultures. This will prepare us for a detailed study of the period from the death of Solomon (c. 931 BC) to the destruction of his temple (c. 586 BC) in chapters 9 and 10.

This study will necessarily include an examination of the degree of diversity in religious expression as it may be seen in the poetic, prophetic, and narrative literature of the Bible as well as in the material culture in Palestine and the remaining texts, inscriptions, iconography, and personal names. A review of the evidence will enable the student of religion to appreciate the variety of religious practices and beliefs of this period. At the same time threads of continuity will be observed, both in what the Bible officially condemns and in what it regards as orthodox. Observations in chapter 11 on the exilic and postexilic periods will allow for final conclusions in chapter 12 on the construction and definition of religion in ancient Israel. The task is a long and complex one, but it provides the essential background for appreciating the diversity of expression of religion that emerged in ancient Israel and on which the biblical authors drew to construct their own understanding and interpretation of Israelite religious expression and faith.

Summary 

Our working definition of religion is understood to be the service and worship of the divine or supernatural through a system of attitudes, beliefs, and practices. The study of ancient Israelite religion relies on drawing a distinction between theology, which emphasizes what the Bible suggests should be believed, and religion, which is more concerned with what ancient Israelites actually did believe. While there is some overlap between religion and theology, the focus of religion should be on the material culture and extrabiblical inscriptions as much as on the biblical text itself. The particular people studied will be those who occupied the ancient land traditionally ascribed to the political kingdoms of Israel and Judah from c. 1200 BC to c. 586 BC. In particular, emphasis will be placed on those who identified themselves as Israelites. The outline of the remainder of the book was given, demonstrating our intention to follow a roughly chronological scheme. The biblical texts and traditions will be integrated into this picture, evaluating continuities and distinctive discontinuities with the surrounding culture and their religious expressions.

1 . That is, the canon of Judaism and the Old Testament of Protestant Christianity. Such a variety of competing parties has been identified in the Hebrew Bible. See, e.g., the study of Zevit (2001) and the reconstruction of Hanson (1987).

2 . The terms Scylla and Charybdis originate in the Odyssey and describe two dangers that Odysseus and his crew had to sail between in order to pass on safely to their homes. Interestingly, the terms also recall the periods of time—whether the Trojan Wars of the thirteenth and twelfth centuries BC or the eighth-century BC age of the poet Homer—when some of the most important influences in Israelite religion developed.

3 . The identification of Kuntillet [image: s1] in terms of its function as a caravansary or a cult center is disputed. See the discussion below.

4 . For the purposes of this work, the Iron Age may be divided into Iron Age I from c. 1200–1000 BC and Iron Age II from c. 1000–586 BC (the time of the Babylonian destruction of Judah and Jerusalem). Baal, the name of the chief god of Canaan, is often mentioned in the Old Testament. The general West Semitic term, ba‘al, actually means “lord,” and can refer to any master or lord, not merely a divine one. As suggested in the famous contest with Elijah on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 18) and elsewhere, Baal was often identified with the thunderstorm as the god who brought rain and fertility to the earth. Although an important god already at Ugarit (see chapter 4) and elsewhere in Canaan and Phoenicia, the term could also refer to the chief male spirit of a region. This is the case, for example, with Baal of Peor in Numbers 25. For this reason the term could also occur in the plural, as in the baals.

5 . See, for example, the critical views of Dever (2001; 2003; 2005).

6 . See the essays of Ollenberger (2004) in Old Testament Theology: Flowering and Future.

7 . The exile is traditionally defined as that period of time beginning with the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem in 587/586 BC and extending to Cyrus’s conquest of the Neo-Babylonian empire (539 BC) and the beginning of the return of the Jewish deportees to rebuild Jerusalem two years later. The preexilic period includes the era of the rule of the kings of Judah and, earlier, of the northern kingdom of Israel.

8 . This definition is based on that of Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary, 7th ed. Ziony Zevit (2001, 15) has also provided a definition (following R. R. Cavanagh [1978, 16–19]): “Israelite religions are the varied, symbolic expressions of, and appropriate responses to the deities and powers that groups of communities deliberately affirmed as being of unrestricted value to them within their worldview.”

In terms of the application of this definition to the study of Israelite religion, Zevit (2001, 24–27) adds the need for objectivity, a phenomenological method that seeks to interpret the meaning of the data through its observation, and the mastery of the primary sources with an ongoing critical evaluation of the methods behind them. For other definitions, see chapter 2.

9 . See the discussions of Davis (2004) and of Zevit (2004) for a history of methodological and interpretive issues in “biblical archaeology.”

10 . See the discussion of Machinist (1991) on the awareness of biblical teaching concerning Israel’s God as distinctive in comparison with surrounding cultures. On the broader issues of conceptual similarities and dissimilarities with Egypt and Mesopotamia, see Walton (2006).

11 . Contrast this with the aforementioned fortresses of Ashkelon, Gezer, and Yanoam, all of which are mentioned centuries earlier in campaigns by pharaohs of Egypt’s New Kingdom period. See [image: s159] (1984, 69, 101, 198).

12 . Cf. the classic work of Finkelstein (1988). This author later changed his view of early Israel somewhat. Cf. Finkelstein (1996b).

13 . Cf. Judg. 2:9–12 and Bloch-Smith (2003). Bloch-Smith’s attempt to associate cultural distinctives with Israel over against the Philistines uses boundary distinctions in a method not unlike that applied here. Among the many discussions of ethnicity and ancient people groups, see Grosby (2002, 13–68). He does not associate “national identity” with Israel before the united monarchy. Alternatively, see Dever (2001) for an attempt to identify specific cultural forms that distinguish the Canaanites from Israelites in the Iron Age I. See especially the wide range of studies in Brett (1996) and the study of Sparks (1998).

14 . In general, Moabite territory lay to the east of Judah and the Dead Sea. Aramean territories could be found north of Israel. Assyrian campaigns emerged from that power’s heartland along the Tigris River in modern-day Iraq. The ninth-century Tel Dan stele, written in Aramaic, and the Moabite stele from about the same period, attest to both the northern kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom of Judah, the house of Omri and the house of David, respectively. See Lemaire (2004). For a summary of the Neo-Assyrian records and their references to kings of Israel and Judah, see Lambert (2004).
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Early Theorists 

Any discussion of the recent history of the study of Israelite religion must recognize the role of its earlier history. In his 1787 lecture noted earlier, Gabler (2004, 500) showed a tendency to relate religion and theology while preserving their varying emphases. Indeed, this forerunner of biblical theology cited his predecessors in distinguishing theology and religion, insofar as religion appears concerned with general Christian dogma and ethics whereas theology deals with erudite discussions of these matters. Even though his definition of religion may have been different from that used in the modern study of practices in ancient Israel, it remains true that beginning with Gabler’s era and for perhaps a century afterward there was no clear distinction between Old Testament theology and Israelite religion. Part of this has to do with the dominant influence of Christian theology in the published discussions dealing with issues of Israelite religion.

Another important reason for the inclusion of Israelite religion within Old Testament theology lay with the general absence of a separate discipline of “religion.” It would not emerge until the nineteenth century with the appearance of the disciplines of sociology and anthropology. These social sciences themselves were in some measure dependent on the 1859 publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of the Species. The method adopted by these disciplines interpreted natural phenomena by means of a rational and explanatory model built upon the occurrence of absolute laws empirically derived from systematic observations. For better or for worse the substance of this method, combined with a Hegelian philosophy of dialectic processes, appealed to thinkers who saw the possibility of applying this to the study of human society and culture. In the days of colonial expansion throughout the world, those privileged to occupy the centers of power in Western Europe were uniquely positioned to receive, collect, and evaluate descriptions of cultures and human activities from around the world.1

 Karl Marx (1818–1883) represents the first and arguably the most influential of those thinkers who addressed the study of religion in light of the “modern” world of the nineteenth century. Marx assumed that all of human endeavor could be explained in economic terms. He understood that the manner in which people satisfied their needs for food, clothing, shelter, and the other material necessities should be the starting point for any analysis of society, culture, and religion. His theories are well known, especially those concerning the fundamental value of human labor and his view that all of history must be seen as an ongoing struggle between the bourgeoisie, who own the means of production, and the proletariat, who are dependent on, and therefore virtually enslaved to, the bourgeoisie. According to Marx, this struggle will evolve until the proletariat revolts and overthrows the bourgeoisie once and for all. After that a golden age of communism will result in which the working class will rule and the will of the workers will be law.

In Marx’s vision, religion has no value.2 It is nothing more than a kind of drug or opiate that lures the proletariat into a willingness to submit to the demands of the bourgeoisie. Such obedience to the status quo promises not material goods in this life but happiness after death. Thus religion distracts the proletariat from their ordained mission according to the immutable laws of Marx’s economic theory. They become lulled into a sense of submission to the bourgeoisie and forget the call to rise and revolt against the existing order. For this reason, religion is a passing phase that should disappear with the rise of the communist states. This is the one theory of those studied here that has actually been imposed on many of the existing nations of the world. Its fallacy as a political system became clear with the widespread collapse of communism in 1989. Nevertheless, the view that society should be analyzed primarily as a class struggle and that religion should be understood as a secondary product of more fundamental materialist and economic realities has in some circles become a popular way of looking at the history and religion of ancient Israel. Indeed, the attempt to account in Marxist terms for all that was known of the history and culture of Indian and Chinese society (and later that of the ancient Near East) generated the theory of the Asiatic variant (or the Asiatic mode of production) as an alternative to the second of the five ages (the Slaveholding Age) in which Marxist historical development is understood.3 As with the theories of Marx, the fallacy of reducing realities such as religion to a single factor, in this case to the material, should be noted. Given the complexity of human society and the many influences on human activity, both individual and collective, this reduction cannot begin to explain fully the life and religion of ancient Israel.4 However, there can be no doubt that economic concerns did play a role in the development of religious activities in ancient Israel. The larger question has to do with the manner in which ancient Israel addressed these concerns. The evidence and its interpretation are disputed by modern interpreters.

Friedrich Max Müller (1823–1900) was another early scholar who insisted that religion be studied dispassionately, without reference to personal convictions.5 Müller emphasized the manner in which language evolved so that words designating forces in nature later became used as divine names and applied to various deities in Classical myths. From a different and more productive perspective, Edward Burnett Tylor (1832–1917; cf. Tylor [1903]) analyzed the role of religion, which he defined as “belief in spiritual beings.” He argued that the earliest beliefs of humanity affirmed spiritual forces to be at work in nature. These could be manipulated, it was believed, by rites and practices that imitated those forces. This constituted a form of sympathetic magic. Religion emerged as people recognized that these spirits, which animated the world, could be personified apart from the objects or forces where they were found and thus receive appeals in a personal manner. The result was the emergence of various deities who populated ancient mythologies. This was a higher and more evolved form of thought as it no longer assumed a direct cause and effect relationship such as magic had. Instead, the appeals could be accepted or rejected by the deities and this matched more closely perceived human experience. More famous among these nineteenth-and early twentieth-century theorists was James George Frazer (1854–1941). His multivolume Golden Bough6 brought together a vast assortment of data from cultures around the world, tracing how common practices and beliefs could be found and understood by looking at all these cultures together. Frazer’s work of comparative anthropology followed the theories of Tylor in examining beliefs in spiritual beings and seeking to understand the worldwide process of religion as a common development from animism through polytheism and reaching to a belief in one or a common higher spirit. Frazer shared many ideas with William Robertson Smith (1846–1894), who studied totemism in religions and sought to apply it to early Israelite beliefs and practices. Some of the more important aspects of totemism included beliefs that involved a single totem or deity representing each of the major clans and tribes of a group. There were prohibitions on marriage within the clan or family (endogamy) and requirements for marriage within the larger tribal group (exogamy). Restrictions were also placed on eating the animal represented by the tribal or clan totem, except at special feasts.7

 The scholars represented above have been called intellectualists. They found the center of their study in the intellect and in the understanding of the ancient individuals who invented specific religious beliefs. This focus on the individual has been criticized as not sufficiently appreciating the role of cult and community in the development and definition of religion. Others saw problems with the evolutionary assumptions behind many of the explanations. Why was it assumed that all religions must proceed along the same path, from polytheism to belief in a single spirit? Some of the more “primitive” religions believed in a single spirit, whereas more technologically advanced groups believed in many deities. In fact, this becomes true in ancient Egyptian religion, where the closest approach to monotheism appeared in the fourteenth century BC. Yet this was overthrown and followed by more than a millennium of polytheism. Perhaps most problematic of all were the presuppositions behind the comparative anthropology that was used by Tylor, W. R. Smith, and especially Frazer. One simply cannot assume that, because two or more cultures somewhere in the world perform a similar ritual, any feature of those rituals could be compared in a meaningful manner. Without a full appreciation of the larger context in which rituals and other activities were carried out, their significance cannot be measured and any comparison between groups and religions is meaningless.

Frazer was not the only student of religion to collect and classify human data related to religion. William James (1842–1910), an American psychologist and philosopher, is another example of this approach.8 Considered a key representative of the philosophy of pragmatism, James sought to describe the varieties of religious experience, particularly Western experience. In collecting his data, he showed how the richness of the fabric of religion could not be reduced to the official dogmas and formulations of religious professionals and their organizations. Instead, to understand religion one needed to appreciate its complexities and the diversity that is as rich as the communities and personalities who subscribe to religion and seek to appreciate it. James’s contribution to the topic became important to the study of Israelite religion because it demonstrated the need to recognize the diversity of religious practices, beliefs, and especially experiences that the people studied may have followed. One practical result of James’s work is that descriptions of religion must sometimes take on the characteristics of a list of features because there is no easily ascertained model that can or should do justice to all the various data. James also provides a background for an appreciation of religion from other than the mythological, doctrinal, and cultic perspectives. It is truly part of the human experience whether individually, in the family, in the village, in the clan, in the city, or in the state.

A slightly later contemporary of Tylor, Frazer, and James was another investigator of the human mind, the founder of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud (1856–1939). He applied his theories of personality development to the study of religion, especially the Jewish and Christian religions, in three books: Totem and Taboo: Some Points of Agreement between the Mental Lives of Savages and Neurotics (1913); The Future of an Illusion (1927); and Moses and Monotheism (1939). It was Freud’s contention that his psychoanalytical reconstruction of the development of the stages of male growth could be applied to the human race and its understanding of religion. He initially combined theories of totemism with this perspective to create an understanding that in the earliest history of humanity, in a primeval family, the sons were jealous of the father for his sexual possession of their mother. They rose up and murdered their father in order to possess their mother. This resulted in guilt among the sons who repressed it through the development of the totem, an animal that symbolized their now honored father and thus could not be eaten except at special ceremonies reverencing him. Religion becomes a collective means to deal with this neurosis. It also develops as a projection of the unconscious desires of what one experienced in childhood and continues to seek, that is, a loving father who is all-powerful and able to take care of one in this life and beyond. Religion therefore should be discarded as something useful to humans in an earlier evolutionary phase but now no longer necessary and not part of the scientific world.

For Israelite religion, Freud argued that Moses was an Egyptian follower of the monotheistic pharaoh Akhenaten (see p. 73). Moses found in the oppressed Israelites ready listeners to his monotheistic views. He led them out of Egypt, but they eventually rejected his simpler and purer religion in favor of a Yahwism learned in the desert. They killed Moses. However, the prophets and other later Israelites would attempt to revive and honor this figure whom the earlier Israelites had attempted to repress. Thus Moses became a kind of neurosis in the collective memory of early Israel but reemerged later in their history, as do all neuroses in the experience of individuals.

The speculative nature of these theories, which lack historical data to support them, need not be repeated here. It is sufficient to observe that the application of Freud’s method of psychoanalysis to the fields of religion and history has no rational justification. Further, Freud’s method can conceivably be applied only to religions where there is a deity who can be understood as a father, and, in the case of Moses, a single founder who occupies that role. Yet it is clear that many religions of the world do not possess such elements. Finally, we may observe the strong antipathy that Freud exhibited toward the objects of his study. One of his most influential disciples, Carl Jung (1875–1961), took a more positive view of religion as beneficial to humanity.9 Yet Jung as well largely understood religion through psychoanalysis. In this case Jung identified archetypal forms of the collective unconscious that emerged in the articulation of various religions and beliefs. Religion remained subsumed as a product of the human mind, in a sense not far removed from the intellectualist approaches of Tylor and Frazer. Nevertheless, the influence of Freud and his disciples has been profound. Recently it has reemerged in the readings of suspicion advocated by Derrida and in his consequent deconstructionism of texts. Freud’s act of questioning all human behavior and his observations that what is important is what lies beneath the surface became methods of investigation in the study of the humanities in general. As will be seen, this has had a profound influence on the work of the analysis of biblical and other religious documents that affect the interpretation of Israelite religion.

Émile Durkheim (1858–1917), whose The Elementary Forms of Religious Life appeared just before World War I, represents a different emphasis than those thinkers of the previous generation. He focused on the role of society in the study of religion in a manner that earlier scholars had not done. For Durkheim, religion was not defined in the first instance by beliefs of individuals. Instead, it was determined by a distinction between the sacred and the profane. The sacred represented those significant aspects of the society that it practiced together. The profane represented the private concerns of people that were addressed outside the public and social order. Thus, instead of finding an intellectual basis for religion in beliefs, Durkheim identified a social order to religion in culticacts. The acts of worship, mourning, and other rituals were themselves not the product of religious doctrines but rather lay at the center of what religion was. It was what the people did together. Therefore, religion took on a character that some have seen as primarily functional.10 Religion was a manifestation of society and therefore integral to it. Unlike Freud, who saw religion as a neurosis that must be abandoned, Durkheim understood it as a social function of the people and thus a healthy and necessary part of the society. In this manner, even the rituals surrounding death could be understood primarily as social. The mourning and remembrance activities provided the society with a means of dealing with the loss of its membership and a way to regroup and to continue. The souls of individuals were in fact the distribution of the religion of the group to each member. Thus everyone shared in the experiences. Who they were when they participated in this manner could be described as their soul. The soul or spirit lived on after their death just as the social order continued.

Durkheim also emphasized the in-depth study of a culture as opposed to the superficial comparisons of religious activities between cultures. In this he provided the background both for an appreciation of the religion of ancient Israel as it was described in the biblical text and other sources, and an appreciation of that religious practice as it was so presented. This stood in contrast to some critical analyses that sought to explain what lay behind the biblical ritual texts. Durkheim’s chief weakness was the tendency to reduce all religion and its values to a function of society. In this, he overlooked the individual worshiper on the one hand and the worshiper’s experience on the other, as well as the use of rituals and practices that serve other than purely social purposes.

It is perhaps only natural that there should have been some reaction to the theories of religion that viewed it as a secondary effect created by more significant causes that lay elsewhere. Could there be a view of religion that accounted for the diversity of forms without looking first to another discipline? In 1917 the German theologian Rudolf Otto (1869– 1937) published Das Heilige, translated into English as The Knowledge of the Holy. At a time when the reality of sacred experience was being called into question by a burgeoning secularism, Otto argued that religion was focused on an encounter with the terrifying and yet fascinating presence of the divine. This presence, when experienced, was far stronger than anything else in this world. While it could not easily be rendered into a definition, its effect was to make everything and everyone else, including the observer, as of no consequence. It was rather the encounter with and the experience of the “Holy” that mattered. Otto described the Holy as a confrontation with the numinous, a supernatural quality not of this world. Otto’s ideas were largely the product of his own experience with Christianity, complemented by travels to India and the study of Hinduism.

Recent Directions 

There is no doubt that the Romanian born Mircea Eliade (1907–1986) was influenced by the work of Otto. He too traveled to India and studied there, as well as in Europe, before taking up a professorship at the University of Chicago. Eliade’s concern was to study and appreciate the element of the sacred that existed in religions throughout time and around the world. One of his first works on this topic, Patterns in Comparative Religion (1958), explored the world of symbols. Built on nature, the world’s religions draw on many common symbols with which to understand and to elaborate the cosmos in which they thrive. These natural symbols, whether the rain, the moon, stones, vegetation, or other forms, are believed to contain power. The symbol may itself become personified and stories or myths grow up around it to describe its activities in human terms. These symbols may link together and become patterns that occur in history and in the cycle of time (such as the year) with the result that different symbols take on different levels of importance. The entire configuration may change from generation to generation. While it is normal for symbols to become increasingly important with the passing of time, they do not always become so. Various circumstances may cause symbols to lose their significance and to submerge for a time. They can also reappear and once again take on a special meaning.

In the same year Eliade also published The Myth of the Eternal Return: Or, Cosmos and History. This volume understood that all archaic forms of religion sought to return the believers back to the original state of creation, when the world was pure and unsullied. This ideal was thus the point of rituals and activities. It also was the expression of the whole view of time. The real world held little appeal as it was a constant struggle for life and existence. Much better was the sense of a return to the ideal, a time and place in which everything was special and of lasting value. History itself has no meaning or value and death could end everything. Much preferred was the focus on the mythological world and on the festivals (or whatever events) that celebrated the return to the point of creation when the divine touched the real world. This view was challenged by the advent of Israel’s religion and then Judaism and Christianity. In these faiths, history was not something to escape, but rather something through which the divine chose to reveal supernatural power and to work miracles on behalf of the people. Thus history took on a significance that it did not have elsewhere. In this volume Eliade criticizes modern ways of looking at the world. Judaism and Christianity laid the foundation for modern perspectives by pushing nature into the background and separating it from God. Modern views have gone a step further and removed God altogether. All that is left is nature. For Eliade, however, this solution does not provide meaning and value to life. Compared with older religions or with Judaism and Christianity, it is not better and a good deal worse.

An important contribution was Eliade’s volume, The Sacred and the Profane (1959). In this work he defined the sacred as that element of life among peoples living close to nature that provided meaning and worth to their existence. It did so not, as Durkheim argued, by bringing them together into a social group, but by calling out from individuals and groups an encounter with the divine. This divine presence is an irreducible experience of power and therefore of the sacred. All of life for such people is oriented around the world of their gods and goddesses. That is to say, the spiritual beings provide models through myths and rituals that enable the believers to orient their lives meaningfully. Thus all actions in the society and in the individual’s life take on significance as they reenact or follow the patterns set by the myths and subsequent rituals. Life has significance as it is oriented toward the sacred.

There are difficulties with Eliade’s approach. He tends to avoid incorporating a symbol’s content into its definition. He also tends to imitate Frazer at points. Like Frazer, there is the impression that Eliade draws from many different cultures to identify his symbols, and that he makes these identifications without a deep study of the cultures and the full meaning of the symbols within them. Thus it is not always clear that the symbols are truly universal in significance, as opposed to having very different significations in different cultures. Nevertheless, it is important to see the significance of Eliade for the study of Israelite religion. First, his emphasis on the study of religion in a nonreductionist way is a key guide to our analysis. Religion must be studied in its own right; it cannot and should not be reduced to a function of economics or sociology. This is true of the variety of religions in ancient Israel. Second, it is important to be aware of the role of symbols and forms in religions that may share meanings. Although it needs to be established on a case-by-case basis, it will become evident that Israel borrowed many archetypes, forms, and at times whole patterns from existing religions. Nevertheless, it may have adapted and changed these forms in its own application and use of them, a point that Eliade already anticipated in his observations about the distinctive role of Judaism and Christianity and their ultimate origins in ancient Israel.

E. E. Evans-Pritchard (1902–1973) occupied the professorship of social anthropology at Oxford University. His contributions to the study of religion emerge from his firsthand, detailed study of the ethnography of African tribal cultures. In particular he lived first among the Azande and then among the Nuer peoples, spending several years with each. Learning their languages and living in their cultures, Evans-Pritchard was thus able to achieve much more of an insider’s view of the culture of each of these tribes than any of his predecessors. Indeed, this approach had been suggested by the French philosopher L. Lévy-Bruhl (1857–1939), who argued against the commonly held view that tribal or “primitive” peoples are immature in their thought and thus indulge in magic and other irrational customs (1922). To this Evans-Pritchard (1937) added the ideas of society first considered by Durkheim and then developed by the British anthropologist A. R. Radcliffe-Brown. According to this view of society, it is impossible to compare and contrast customs between people groups where the customs have been lifted out of their context in the original culture. Instead, it is necessary to understand how such customs work within the group itself. Thus there is an emphasis on the total cultural context of rituals, beliefs, and other practices. When Evans-Pritchard studied the Azande he found that they understood witchcraft as a physical element in some of the members of their tribe. This element was the cause of serious illness and other misfortunes in the tribe. Through rituals and omen-like tests, the possessor of the witchcraft could be identified. Yet this was only part of a complex set of rites and practices. Evans-Pritchard was able to explain the witchcraft in a rational manner, so that it was not seen as an alternative to modern science, but as complementary, dealing with spheres of reality that science did not address. When Evans-Pritchard (1956) turned his attention to the Nuer, he was studying a tribal culture that lived not very far from the Azande. Yet, unlike the Azande, they had virtually no involvement in witchcraft. Their pantheon included “above gods” or sky gods, the “below spirits” or earth deities, and other lesser spirits. The sky gods were both one and many, so that the essence of the supreme god was also manifest in the forms of the various gods. They could possess people and make them ill or make them charismatic leaders in battle. The earth gods were less powerful and therefore less respected. They were the totem animals of various clans. However, unlike the views of earlier theorists such as Tylor, W. R. Smith, and Freud, totemism was not the key to understanding the most important elements of the Nuer religion. It was secondary, of less importance than the sky gods. Still lower on the scale of religious power and importance were those diviners and possessors of fetishes who could affect individuals for good or ill.

Among the Nuer, the chief sky god was in charge of maintaining the moral order. When customs were not followed, especially in the case of intentional transgressions, sins were committed that required individual sacrifices. For example, every Nuer boy receives his own ox as a gift. Sacrifice for a major fault, however, may require him to slaughter this ox as a gift to the god and as the bearer of his sin. The ox, whose life is closest to a Nuer tribesman, becomes a substitute for the man. The man’s heartfelt sincerity is of key importance in this case for the effectiveness of the ritual itself. While this sacrifice is personal and a time of intense emotion, other community sacrifices at special occasions (marriages, funerals, etc.) are times when the participants display the whole gamut of emotions, from elation and happiness to boredom. Group events are thus neither Otto’s dramatic encounter with the numinous, the wholly other, nor are they Durkheim’s expression of the sacred only through acts of the society as a whole. Again, when Evans-Pritchard investigated the Nuer view of death, he found that the people went through the appropriate rituals for their dead. However, they did so, not to maintain some sort of connection with them, but to send them off and to separate their spirits from the life of the living Nuer. The tribe was not concerned about the afterlife but focused on the physical world around them.

The effect of Evans-Pritchard’s study of these and other cultures was profound for the study of religion. His was the first serious attempt to study tribal cultures in depth. His careful and thorough research from within the society led him to severely criticize many of the theorists of religion who had preceded him (1965). Their theories were abstracted from data collected from around the world. Had they studied just one culture in depth, as Evans-Pritchard did, they would have learned how inadequate their assumptions were about religion among tribal peoples. Further, for Evans-Pritchard there could be no simple division between rational modern society and “pre-logical primitives” of other cultures. Evans-Pritchard demonstrated that within the system of understanding observed by the tribal peoples, their lives were rationally ordered. Indeed, modern societies preserved many irrational activities, especially from the perspective of people such as the Nuer. It may have been Evans-Pritchard’s own faith commitment of Roman Catholicism that led him to suggest the importance of viewing a society and its religion from within, and not from a supposed disinterested position of unbelief, as the best means to understand it.

There are many aspects of Evans-Pritchard’s work that have proven important for the study of Israelite religion. The importance of morality, the role of sacrifice (see especially the work of Mary Douglas discussed on pp. 182–89), the need to identify how the religious forms relate to one another in a given society, and the appreciation of the culture and its religion without placing value judgments on it are just a few. It is true that this anthropologist did not provide us with a general theory of religion, as his predecessors attempted, but by remaining close to the actual practice of religion among tribal peoples, he was able to provide an accurate rendition of the religious beliefs and practices of some peoples. Such an approach also demonstrates the important role of anthropology and sociology as descriptive sciences, rather than as predictive ones.

Clifford Geertz (1926–2006) remains one of the most influential anthropologists in the world. His contribution to the study of religion begins with his appreciation of the sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920). Weber’s Ancient Judaism (1952) was a significant sociological study in its own right.11 His designation of Jews as a pariah people, by which he meant that they were ritually distinct from others around them, was compounded by a theory of competing groups of people (classes, castes, etc.) within a society. Thus the social order was much more complex than two or three differentiated groups or individuals (such as a king). Further, the Israelite god Yahweh was sovereign over the social order of Israel as defined by the covenant. The prophets illustrated the class conflict, denouncing not only the king, but also the priesthood, the wealthy, the nobles and aristocracy, and the wise, according to the values that these charismatic figures represented.

While influenced by Marx and others, a key concern of Weber was the need to understand the meaning or significance behind the action of a people.12 Why do they do what they do and how is it understood? Geertz answered these questions, arguing that the value of studying a society is realized when the significance of what is done in the society is explained. He found this to be particularly true of the religion of the society. Like Evans-Pritchard, Geertz moved from the armchair scholarship and theories of earlier thinkers and lived in several societies for extended periods of time so that he could study and understand them. The cultural system of a society has become the key for Geertz. This set of values, beliefs, and practices informs the social system that is apparent in the daily life of the people and in all their activities. In its turn, this influences the individuals who make up the society in terms of what they think and do. At the same time, the individuals influence the overall society and culture. There is a complex web of interactions in terms of beliefs and practices that are constantly in play to create the living culture of the society. Therefore Geertz (1973, 90) provides a sociological definition of religion:

a system of symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.

As the archaeologist Colin Renfrew observes (1985, 12), this is such a vague definition that it could as easily be applied as a sociological definition of a monetary economy. More important, Geertz studied two Islamic societies, one in Morocco and the other in Indonesia. His research led him to see differences in the two groups based on many elements of their history and culture. On the one hand, Moroccan Islam tended to focus on the warrior saint as an ideal figure. This was a person who could claim lineage from the prophet and who was also inspired by a charisma (baraka) that enabled the individual to have a kind of double confirmation. On the other hand, the Indonesian society of Java had as its heritage an Islam where the legendary first convert realized his faith without ever seeing the Qur’an. Here the emphasis was on his role as a member of the ruling class and his focus on personal meditation and on public displays of ceremonies and theater from which all classes could benefit. This difference between an active and heritage-based Islam of moral piety, and a religion of ceremony and inward meditation, was compromised in the nineteenth century as new and more text-based movements of Islam emerged from the Middle East and spread across the Islamic world. In this manner Geertz describes the two types of religion and their significant elements as part of the greater society and culture. Such concerns dominate the definition and approach of this scholar.

While there have been criticisms of Geertz’s analysis of underlying religious motivations, he has done a great deal to articulate a detailed study of the cultures and their religions. At the same time he has avoided, more than any of the other scholars reviewed here, the tendency to generalize between cultures. For Geertz, culture and religion cannot be predicted. Instead, they must be appreciated and understood as distinctive in each society that is examined. The emphasis is on the particular elements, the individual personalities, and the whole web of cultural influences that render each society and its religious expressions unique. In terms of the study of ancient Israelite religion, this emphasis on distinctive elements as well as the importance of appreciating the whole gamut of cultural interrelationships must become part of the picture and explanation.

Ninian Smart (born 1927), a philosopher of cross-cultural religions, examined the context of religions within the larger category of world-view.13 Emphasizing the wide diversity of worldviews and the religions that they represent as well as the changes that take place in different times and cultures, Smart outlines seven broad categories in which religions may be studied and compared: practical and ritual, experiential and emotional, narrative or mythic, doctrinal and philosophical, ethical and legal, social and institutional, and material (1989, 9–21). While there is overlap between some of these categories, the model nevertheless provides a useful heuristic device for identifying the variety of elements in any religion, including Israelite.14

 Recent contributions in religion may include, among others, the definition of Richard K. Fenn (2001a, 6): “a way of tying together multiple experiences and memories of the sacred into a single system of belief and practice.” Fenn (2001b, 176) maintains that religions have their origins in attempts to deal with the irrevocable loss of death. In this respect, the rites associated with death reveal that belief in an afterlife forms a nearly universal response to death.15 Nevertheless, the many responses to death in various cultures also reflect the multiplicity of religions in the world. The unpredictable nature of these religions remains an important point in any attempt to identify the constitution of ancient Israelite religion in its variant forms.

The social sciences also touch on the area of archaeology and the question of the identification and analysis of religion through artifacts preserved in the cultic assemblages and other isolated materials. Colin Renfrew’s discussion of the identification of cultic materials remains an important point of departure.16 Looking at evidence of public cult in a prehistoric context, Renfrew affirms the importance of symbols as a means to identify religious items and to compare them with other materials bearing the same symbolism. His analysis of cultic figurines and the distinction between votive and votary objects, on the one hand, and representations of deities on the other, suggest that positioning, size, gestures, and general context all play a role in classifying the images with which one is dealing. The recognition of ritual space and the identification of this liminal position between the natural and the supernatural suggests a place and activities that arrest the viewers’ attention and bring them into a position of awe, that allow for sacrifice, offering, and other participatory rites, and that somehow symbolize the transcendent and its mystery.

John Holladay (1987, 270–99) moves well beyond the helpful but general postulates of Renfrew to identify explicit features of location within the population centers of monarchic Israel when distinguishing what he refers to as nonconformist shrines, conformist regional shrines, and conformist state cult centers (temples). Following Holladay, “cult centers” may be “characterized by the clustering of artifacts or other features generally considered indicative of patterned religious activity on the part of population groups above the household level.” A “sanctuary” may be defined as “a larger, multicomponent or presumably multi-component structure generally incorporating exterior space (courtyard or temenos) into the overall design.” “Sanctuaries dominate and define their neighbourhoods.” Finally, a “shrine” is understood as “smaller and simpler than a sanctuary, ideally being a unitary structure such as a single room or a cult room with attached storerooms.”

Holladay applies a typology of sanctuaries and divides them into two groups, “nonconformist” and “establishment.” The nonconformist sanctuaries include those whose architecture and position reflect usage away from centrist or state-sponsored cult. They include such examples as Jerusalem Cave 1 and Samaria Cave E 207 from the period of the divided monarchy. All are outside the fortified cities that they are near and all contain many vessels suggesting eating and drinking activities. Some extramural cult areas may have been connected with tombs and funerary purposes.

The study of the social sciences has provided many insights into the investigation of religion. Some of these insights have already been noted and will be used in the following analysis of Israelite religion. Carter (1996) has collected a number of useful essays illustrating specific ways in which social science essays have contributed to the study of the Hebrew Bible. In his introduction, after discussing many examples of social science applications and footnoting critics, he addresses general criticisms of the field. On the last page of his discussion, he advocates a self-critical and rigorous methodology. This is indeed essential, for there are many examples of contradictory explanations of religious phenomena, even among the contributors to the volume that Carter introduces. Thus, as will be noted in the discussion on Levitical laws, Mary Douglas (1966) relates the ban on pork consumption in ancient Israel to religious reasons. On the other hand, Marvin Harris (1996) relates this phenomenon to deforestation and ecological factors where Israel settled. However, Harris’s explanation was challenged and effectively refuted by zoo-archaeological studies undertaken by Paula Wapnish and Brian Hesse. They found plenty of forests of the type in which pigs thrive in the highlands of Canaan, where early Israel settled. These forests were numerous from before Israel’s settlement c. 1200 BC until well after it took place.17 Nor is this the only example where attempts to use the social sciences have not always led to helpful results. It is enough to review the critiques already discussed with respect to many of the major thinkers of the past. More troubling is the insistence on the ongoing application of preconceived hypotheses after the facts have disproved the assumptions.

A rather clear and modern example is provided by Bernice Martin. Much of mainstream theology and sociology saw the liberation theology movement of the latter part of the twentieth century as the main source of hope for the self-esteem of the economically oppressed and discriminated men and especially women of Latin America. Yet the overwhelming majority of Latin Americans were never convinced of this. Instead, Martin (2001, 57) observes, many turned to Pentecostalism in which the same goals were realized:

They have been “empowered” by a “regressive,” “fundamentalist” Christian movement whose theological rawness and lack of intellectual sophistication causes problems and embarrassment to enlightened Western observers, including those in the mainline denominations of the developing world whose young are defecting in droves to this do-it-yourself movement of the vibrant margins or are “Pentecostalizing” parts of those established institutions themselves.

Yet this well-known fact has apparently gone largely unreported. Martin writes (2001, 57–58):

Thus we have a series of problems to address: the long failure of social scientists in general to identify the phenomenal growth of evangelicalism in the developing world as a fact; the hostility it inspired when it could no longer be ignored; the failure of precisely those scholars most concerned with religion to recognize the movement as a significant social development; and the failure of those scholars most concerned with gender and family, including feminists, to address the Pentecostal gender paradox.

This “gender paradox” refers to the fact that despite the absence of females in overt, leadership roles among the Pentecostal groups, the worshipers and devotees are predominantly female. These females find, according to the studies done, the moral and social equivalent of an accepting family that they seek in their religious faith (Martin [2001, 62]):

There is a special irony in the Latin American case since many left-leaning development specialists, both in sociology and anthropology, notwithstanding the colonial nature of Latin American Catholicism, had placed their hopes on the success of liberation theology (which was, after all, the project of Western intellectuals like themselves) as the anticapitalist “option for the poor.” The popular success of Pentecostalism and the failure of liberation theology to take off among the masses was not easy to accept.

What remains important from this easily verified example is the problematic nature of explanatory theories that emerge in the West to analyze and provide models for the understanding of any society, even a contemporary one. How much more cautious should we be with the application of such models to explain ancient societies and religions. The particular nature of this example, where assumptions about the disenfranchisement and empowerment of women and their reactions in given religions are proved fallacious, anticipates some of the issues that will be raised over gender participation in Israelite religions of the monarchy.

Summary 

This review of the study of religion included particular emphases on backgrounds to the anthropological and sociological studies of religion. The result of the anthropological and sociological approaches to religion was to emphasize the great diversity of religious expressions in human cultures. It becomes apparent that the proper study of religion among any group must recognize our inability to predict which rituals will be used or the meaning and significance of them. Although certain periods of transition that are shared by all human beings, especially birth and death, create an almost universal interest in questions traditionally associated with religion, the manner in which these questions are expressed and answered will vary from people to people, from family to family, and at times from individual to individual.

1 . Some of what follows is drawn from Pals (1996). I am grateful to Theodore J. Lewis for directing me to this useful work.

2 . See K. Marx (2002); Marx and Engels (2002).

3 . Cf. Gelb (1979) for a summary and critique of this discussion, along with a comprehensive bibliography.

4 . See, for example, an appreciation of the multiple models for understanding the emergence of early Israel in Canaan, as surveyed in Hess (1999a).

5 . F. M. Müller (1975a; 1975b; 1975c; 1975d).

6 . Frazer (1911–15).

7 . W. R. Smith (1894).

8 . James (1902).

9 . Jung (1938).

10 . Mayes (1989).

11 . See Weber (1946; 1952).

12 . Pals (1996, 239).

13 . Smart (1960; 1969; 1983).

14 . Beginning with Smart’s categories, Niditch (1997, 4–7) reduced them to four for her study of Israelite religion: experiential, mythical, ritual, and ethical.

15 . Robben (2004).

16 . Renfrew (1985). Zevit (2001, 82–83) cites Renfrew’s lists of characteristics and questions at length.

17 . For the original study, see Hesse (1986). Cf. Stager (1991b, 31); Hess (1999a, 510).
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Early Studies of Israelite Religion 

Although he was not a student of Israelite religion, Johann P. Gabler’s (1753–1826) inaugural lecture in 1787 at the University of Altdorf forms a necessary background to the development of the discipline. The translated title of his lecture, “An Oration on the Proper Distinction between Biblical and Dogmatic Theology and the Specific Objectives of Each,” illustrates his concern to extract the study of ancient Israelite (and early Christian, in the case of the New Testament) religion and theology and to present these as a discipline separate from dogmatic or systematic theology.1 By so doing, Gabler liberated the study of the concepts and teachings of the Hebrew Bible from the accretions of doctrine as taught in the Christian church, something the Reformation itself had originally sought to do. His own studies led him to describe the development of Israelite and early Christian religion and theology in historical stages, laying the foundation for the later emergence of Israelite religion as a historical discipline.2

Nevertheless, the significance of those early biblical studies for Israelite religion lay not so much in biblical theology as in higher criticism. Wilhelm M. L. de Wette (1780–1849) exemplified scholars of Israelite religion in the early nineteenth century whose works remained closely wedded to categories of dogmatic theology. Like Eliade later, de Wette (1815) focused on religious symbols. However, he saw them as a means of identifying universals in the historical development of Israelite religion. As did many of his successors, de Wette identified the religion of the postexilic period (c. 539–332 BC) as degenerate Judaism, removed from the earlier and better forms of Israelite faith seen in Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms.3 Johann G. Herder (1744–1803) had already argued (1782–1783) for the importance of the historical study of Israel’s theology and religion. However, his work implied a development in the study of this subject that de Wette had not seen. It was Wilhelm Vatke (1806–1882) who in one of his earliest publications (1835) argued that all Israelite religion was not already contained in the figure of Moses. Applying to Israel Hegel’s dialectical understanding of history, he argued for a three-stage development of the spirit of history based on the antitheses of nature vs. spirit, myth vs. history, slavery vs. freedom, exterior vs. interior, magic/cult vs. ethical, and unconscious vs. conscious, as follows:

1. Paganism comprised of nature religion with magic, cult, and idolatry;

 2. Prophetic religion, with the climax in the eighth century, marked by the spiritual and ethical emphasis on individuals and their freedom;

3. Legalism in the priestly and Deuteronomistic sources,4 where idolatry no longer exists but the ethical ideals of the prophets are stultified and marred.5

As Cross notes, the freeing of the study of Israelite religion from dogmatic theology did not result in objectivity. Instead, Vatke substituted one master for another, Hegelian philosophy in place of dogma. Also, he did not study Israel in its own right but rather as a background to the appearance of Christianity. In doing so, he overlooked the apocalyptic literature of the Hebrew Bible and the intertestamental literature and emphasized only the legalism of the priestly materials.

Julius Wellhausen 

More than any other scholar of the past, Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918) has affected both the critical study of the Hebrew Bible and our understanding of Israelite religion in terms of its historical development from the beginnings of the monarchy until the period after the return from the Babylonian exile. In 1878 Wellhausen published his Prolegomena zur Ge-schichte Israels, which was quickly translated into English as Prolegomena to the History of Ancient Israel. The effect of this book was to popularize a method of criticism of the Pentateuch that had begun in 1753 when the French physician Jean Astruc published anonymously his theory that the first two chapters of Genesis came from two different sources (Astruc 1753). During the century following Astruc, a variety of scholars, including notables such as Goethe, refined this hypothesis as it applies to the Pentateuch. By 1866 Karl Heinrich Graf was able to summarize the work of this form of criticism in terms of four original documents or sources from which the Pentateuch is essentially derived.

With the four documents situated in their accepted sequence, it was Wellhausen’s contribution to explain the whole in a clear presentation. The happy match of the philosophy behind this theory with the prevailing philosophy of that age and the ease with which it could be understood and applied led to its near universal acceptance in the Western academic world of Hebrew Bible research. The particular importance of this theory for the study of ancient Israelite religion lay in its rejection of the possibility that the Pentateuch had any significant origins at the beginning of Israel’s history as a nation, that is, during the time of Moses. Instead, the work was understood to have been composed in various parts, each of which reflected religious attitudes and concerns of the time and place from which it derived. Thus the historical knowledge provided by the Pentateuch was not that of its description of earliest Israel and its journey through the desert south of Palestine. Instead, it revealed the religious and political concerns of various groups of Israelites at different times during the period of the monarchy and later. This has had a significant impact on the study of Israelite religion and its sources in the biblical text, so much so that virtually no scholarly commentary on any of the Pentateuchal books can be written even in the present without taking into account this reconstruction. Thus it is essential to present the Documentary Hypothesis, to evaluate it, and to assess its significance for the study of Israelite religion, a task that requires a sizable excursus.

Excursus
_____________________________________
THE DOCUMENTARY HYPOTHESIS AND ITS EVALUATION

As already noted, the Documentary Hypothesis presupposes that different written documents lay behind the five books that comprise the Pentateuch. These documents are thought to be the best model available to explain the following characteristics in the Pentateuch. First, there are the doublets such as the two creation stories found in Genesis 1 and 2, and the interweaving of two identifiable flood stories in Genesis 6–9. Second, there is the usage of different divine names, such as Elohim as the name for God in Genesis 1. Further, the language of the prose clearly suggests Yahweh Elohim as that name in Genesis 2 (vv. 4 and following). Although there are many terms used to identify Israel’s God in the Hebrew Bible, Yahweh and Elohim are dominant throughout the texts. Most often they occur separately, as Elohim does in Genesis 1. However, they may also be found together as Yahweh Elohim. For more general observations concerning the language of the prose texts in the Pentateuch, see the last two paragraphs of this section (pp. 58–59). Third, there is the presence of different theologies or theological emphases. For example, many of the Abram narratives suggest that this ancestor figure had direct communication with God. However, other texts presume an intermediary such as a priest. Applying these characteristics as criteria, four source documents emerge from the Pentateuchal text, according to the Documentary Hypothesis. These documents were composed at various times in Israel’s history before the Hellenistic period. The earliest consists of what is predominantly a narrative, called the J document. It is named in this manner because in German the divine name Yahweh is spelled with an initial J: “Jahweh.” The J document forms a continuous narrative from creation to Moses’ death.6 A theological emphasis of the J document is the possibility of an immediate relationship with God without intermediaries. The covenant name Yahweh frequently occurs, hence the name of the source. According to the classic documentary understanding, J was written in the early Jerusalemite court of the tenth or ninth century BC.7 It may date as early as the time of David (early tenth century). Its purpose was to demonstrate legitimacy to the house of David by showing how it was intended by God to rule Jerusalem and God’s people from the beginning.

The second source in chronological sequence is the E document, so named due to its predominant use of the name “Elohim.” Though a narrative like J, it is not preserved as a continuous narrative. The E material found in the Pentateuch is fragmentary. E preserves the prophetic traditions of the northern kingdom of Israel, that is, that part of the kingdom of ancient Israel that broke away from Jerusalem and Judah at Solomon’s death (traditionally c. 931 BC) and remained independent until its fall to Assyria, c. 722 BC. It was written down in the mid-eighth century BC, perhaps during the prosperous reign of Jeroboam II.

The D document is so named because of its connection with Deuteronomy. Second Kings 22–23 recounts how, early in the reign of Josiah in Jerusalem, a copy of the law scroll was discovered while cleaning out and repairing the temple. The content of this scroll prompted Josiah to inaugurate his great reforms. It was de Wette who first suggested that this law book may be related to what we know as Deuteronomy. De Wette and others who followed him suggested that the text of Deuteronomy was written at the time of Josiah and, whether or not it was actually planted and subsequently discovered in the temple, it became a public justification for the reforms that were carried forward by Josiah’s party, known as the Deuteronomists. The text of D is primarily the legal code of Deuteronomy, but is also evidenced by editorial materials elsewhere throughout the rest of the Pentateuch. Its theology includes emphases on how all of life is under God’s control, the kingdom of God, the importance of the central sanctuary (presumably the temple in Jerusalem, although it is significant that the biblical text never makes that identification), and the importance of God’s election of Israel.8

 The latest of the documents is the P source, so named because it is ascribed to the priesthood of Israel. This source was dated to the postexilic period by Wellhausen and others. In 586 BC Jerusalem fell to Babylonian invaders. In 539 Babylon fell to the Persian invaders. The Persian emperor Cyrus allowed various peoples displaced by the Babylonians to return to their homelands and to rebuild their temples. The resultant Jewish community in Jerusalem came to be led by priests. In the late sixth or the fifth century, the P source was written and added to the Pentateuch. Its contents and concerns reflect the values of the priests of Jerusalem. Therefore Israel’s history was structured according to genealogies, which were the primary concern in determining who was a priest, who was a Jew, and who was not. Priestly and cultic laws were grouped together with the P document.

P’s theology placed an emphasis on Sabbath observance, on circumcision, on the revelation of the law to Israel at Mount Sinai, and on the Tent or tabernacle where God dwelt with Israel and met with them. As a work composed by the priests, it served to provide divine legitimacy for rebuilding the community around the temple after the exile.

Much of the scholarship of the Hebrew Bible and especially of the Pentateuch since 1878 has been dominated by the Documentary Hypothesis. Various changes and refinements have been made to Wellhausen’s original theory. For example, there are those who wish to emphasize that the documents are best understood as a series of redactions or editorial revisions made throughout the period of the monarchy and what follows it. Other scholars have argued for the combination of J and E into a single document (referred to as JE). Some have suggested that P should be dated in the preexilic period, as early as the eighth century BC.9 Meanwhile, others have moved the J source into the exilic period after 586 BC and argued its purpose was to introduce the later history of Joshua through Kings.10 Despite the variations, the impact of this source theory has been powerful and longlasting. Some scholars have insisted that this is the fundamental starting point for the study of the Bible and that those who do not accept this model are not competent to work as Bible scholars. Richard Friedman is an example of just such a scholar who criticizes those who take an alternative view of the formation of the Pentateuch and thus of Israelite religion (1987; 1991; 1996; 1998; 2003).

Nevertheless, despite the dominance of this theory in Western universities and divinity schools, there have always been scholars who have challenged the Documentary Hypothesis. The mid-twentieth-century Jewish biblical scholar, Umberto Cassuto, published critical evaluations of the theory and did not use it in his own commentaries on the Pentateuch (1961a; 1961b). Throughout the twentieth century various Protestant evangelical scholars opposed the Documentary Hypothesis on various literary bases.11 Friedman, however, defends aspects of the Documentary Hypothesis and insists that any appropriate critique of Wellhausen’s theory must take into account the numerous and different strands of argument that tie it together. Any evaluation of this influential theory must consider multiple accounts.12

 A number of issues need to be considered in addressing the Documentary Hypothesis. The first problem with the Documentary Hypothesis concerns the lack of empirical evidence. There is no biblical text discovered in any manuscript that preserves the kind of distinctions that appear in the sources proposed by this theory. The earliest clear copy of a biblical text is that of the Ketef Hinnom silver strips (see figure 32 on p. 280). Discovered in 1979 in a tomb dated c. 600 BC and located southwest of the City of David, these two small silver scrolls, perhaps used as amulets, preserve quotations from Numbers 6:24–26, Aaron’s priestly blessing, as well as possibly another text from Deuteronomy. However, the traditional documentary dating of P is postexilic (after 539 BC). Nevertheless, the scrolls themselves come from a preexilic context and the paleography (shape of the letters) may indicate an even earlier date, specifically to the mid-seventh century BC.13 Although this is hardly conclusive for the whole of the priestly source, it is of interest that the only extant preexilic inscription preserves a text that the Documentary Hypothesis dates to the postexilic period.

While there is no such textual evidence for the Pentateuch, Tigay has collected evidence for the editorial development of a work such as the Gilgamesh Epic, and for the conflation of different sources in the Dead Sea Scrolls and in Tatian’s Diatessaron of the four gospels.14 However, none of these texts attempts to integrate entirely different types or genres of materials and weave them together into a composite whole, as is claimed of the Pentateuch. Indeed, the closest example of a combination of narrative, divine instruction, and some sanctions may be in the annals of ancient Near Eastern kings, especially in the Assyrian annals from the late second and early first millennia BC.15 Thus the presence of multiple documents existing over many generations and being written as a single text at a date far removed from the earliest composition is neither proven nor necessary, nor are the parallels cited as close as the composite narratives such as the Neo-Assyrian annals that were originally written in that form without demonstrable antecedent sources far removed in time from the texts we now have.

A second issue with the Documentary Hypothesis is the active program of reordering and redating the documents that many scholars have undertaken. Although the theory has always been subject to the addition of sources (the L or Laity source being but one example), it was not until the latter part of the twentieth century that reordering began on a larger scale. Yehezkel Kaufmann (1955; 1960) argued for a preexilic P in the middle of the eighth century, and many more scholars have followed him, for example, Hurvitz (1988), Haran (1981), Knohl (1995), Peckham (1993), and Weinfeld (2004). Knohl (1995), and Milgrom (1991; 2000a; 2000b), date P before the eighth century when a group known as the Holiness School edited it.16 Zevit (1995) argues it could date from the late tenth century. Wenham (1987; 1991) places P before J. Rendtorff (1986; 1990) and Wenham identify J and E as originally one document. Van Seters (1983a; 1992; 1994) has argued for a later date for J, while Berge (1990) defends an earlier monarchical date. Blum (1990) argues for the union of two compositions, a D-composition that is later and influenced by an earlier D, and a P-composition. Blenkinsopp (1992; 1995a) eliminates a continuous J source, ascribing some of the segments to D. Ska (1998) denies the existence of J and E, preferring to see these as a postexilic linking of discrete preexilic traditions. Gnuse (2000) moves E to the seventh century. Rendtorff (1986; 1990; 1993a; 1993b) argued that the application of Gunkel’s form criticism (see pp. 59–60) to source criticism created problems that proponents such as Noth had not noted. He has suggested a fragmentary hypothesis that has been developed by Blum (1984; 1990), Albertz (1992), and Carr (1996). The concern here is that such widespread reordering of documents within the hypothesis destroys the neatly unified interpretation of the text as advanced by its earlier advocates.

Third, the advent of computers allowed for some statistical studies to be undertaken. Andersen and Forbes, in their analyses of spelling patterns,17 concluded that the Pentateuch has a statistically consistent style of spelling, without many vowel letters, that contrasted with the other books of the Hebrew Bible. They described this style as old-fashioned in comparison with the rest of the Bible. Although no such study has been received without criticism, this study has withstood the objections of its critics who raise questions about the antiquity of the material contained within the Pentateuch.18 Beyond statistics, the Pentateuch preserves anomalous grammatical features that occur across the source divides but are found much less frequently in the other parts of the Hebrew Bible.19 These observations isolate the Pentateuch and resist a simple division of it into literary sources. Insofar as they demonstrate stylistic and grammatical evidence that is normally ascribed to earlier periods, they suggest a successful preservation of authentic materials.

A fourth area has to do with the literary evidence, especially the presence of doublets, that was used from the very beginning to argue for the use of multiple sources. However, doublets such as those found in Genesis 1–2 and 6–9 may not be separate sources but rather literary techniques for making specific points.20 They may also serve theological or ideological purposes.21 For example, Genesis 1–2 preserves two creation stories: the first chapter is general in its description of the whole cosmos; the second chapter focuses on the specific creation of the man and his world. For Wenham, Genesis 6–9 forms a large chiastic structure (a palistrophe) with its literary and theological center at 8:1. Further, other texts such as the ancient Near Eastern creation-related myth of Enki and Ninmah seem to preserve a double story, similar to Genesis 1–2.22

A different kind of “doublet” has been identified in Leviticus 23:34–36 and 39–41, at the end of a ritual calendar that describes the festivals of Israel over six or seven months of the calendar year. Both passages announce a festival on the same days of the year, called the Feast of Tabernacles in the first passage and a festival to the Lord in the second. It is almost universally agreed that vv. 39–41 constitute a later editorial addition to the calendar that ended at v. 38. The six-month cultic calendar from thirteenth century BC Emar (Emar 446, the only half-year calendar in the West Semitic23 world apart from the biblical calendars) also describes two festivals for different deities, Dagan and Shaggar, on the fifteenth day of the first (autumn) month. Beginning on lines 8 and 45 of the tablet virtually the same festival is described for these two deities. Thus in both Leviticus 23 and the Emar text, “the differences in various details are matched by parallel periods of time when the feasts are celebrated, by similar general actions during the holy days, and by an association or even identification of the festivals with one another.” If in the Emar text we do not have a second source or later editorial addition just because there is a parallel or doublet text, the same may be said for the Bible and Leviticus 23.24 Of course, this does not argue that the biblical passage at the end of Leviticus 23 is not an editorial addition. It simply says that past arguments based on the “doublet” nature of the passage can no longer be used to prove that the addition was made later.

Fifth, one may question the assumption that the P document was a postexilic composition with postexilic sources. Not all traditions should be dated so late. For example, the practice of anointing the priests with blood and oil (Exod. 29 and Lev. 8) was formerly considered postexilic. Scholars thought that the ritual of anointing had been applied only to kings. In the postexilic period the citizens of Jerusalem and Judea had no king of their own. The arguments assumed that the high priest substituted for a king. Therefore, the anointing ritual was copied from the acts done to royalty to recognize the authority of the postexilic priesthood, as head of the postexilic community in and around Jerusalem. However, a recently published text from Emar describes an installation ritual for the priestess of the storm deity in which the priestess was anointed with blood and oil. These are the only two West Semitic installation rituals in the ancient world where priestly figures are anointed with oil.25 Thus, whatever reasonable, critical grounds may have existed for assuming a postexilic origin for the rite of anointing a priest with oil to compensate for the loss of the king in Jerusalem must now be revised. This does not “prove” that the priestly anointing ritual of Leviticus 8–9 must date to the end of the Late Bronze Age (1550–1200 BC); it proves only that assumptions of a postexilic origin for this element of tradition within P can no longer be accepted prima facie.

Add this evidence to the already mentioned presence of ritual calendar frameworks of six months or more with detailed seven-day ceremonies and other rites and lists of sacrifices—with no mention of a significant royal role (cf. Lev. 23 and Num. 28–29). All this evidence relates more closely to Emar texts than to later texts.26 The resulting picture casts doubt not only on the assumptions behind various aspects of the P material but also on the assumption that the Ugaritic material—discussed in chapter 4—is the closest available extrabiblical parallel to Israelite religion.

A sixth point is more controversial. It has been argued that Deuteronomy occurs in the form of a treaty document, or covenant.27 The biblical concept of covenant or [image: s160] has a claim to antiquity in the world of ancient Israel.28 The same is true of the ancient Near Eastern treaty. Some eighty or ninety examples of treaties made between 2400 and 650 BC are preserved.29 These divide into two groups: those treaties made with the Hittites between c. 1400 and c. 1200 BC, and those from the regions dominated by the Neo-Assyrian Empire between the ninth and seventh centuries BC.30 Such treaties between states served to define their relationships. There were two types of treaties. The first type became known as the parity treaty because it was made between two powers of equal strength. The second type was the suzerain-vassal treaty, so-called because it was dictated by a state of superior power to a subject nation or state. The treaties of the Hittites were all written before the final collapse and disappearance of this empire in the early decades of the twelfth century BC.31 Of special interest for our purposes is the form of the Hittite suzerain-vassal treaty. It consisted of the following elements:32
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Fig. 2. Part of Hattusas, capital of the Hittite empire (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

1. The Title, which introduces the king; for example, “Thus says the Sun, Muwattallis, the Great King, King of Hatti [the Hittites], beloved of the weather god, son of Mursilis, the Great King, the hero.” Another purpose for the title was the official identification of the document as a decree of the Great King.

2. The Historical Narrative recounts previous relations between the Hittites and the vassal kingdom. It serves to motivate the vassal to faithfulness to his Hittite overlord.33

3. The Stipulations take the form of case and apodictic laws and serve to effect the vassal’s submission and support.34 They include provisions that the vassal leader should visit the Hittite court regularly, furnish military aid, report plots, pay tribute, and extradite fugitives. One treaty also has a passage devoted to sexual morality. The Hittites took on few obligations to their vassals.

4. The Document Clause provided both for preservation of the text in a sacred place and for periodic public reading of the text. This clause is rare in treaties.

5. The Witnesses, usually a list of gods, witnessed the oath of the vassal accepting this treaty. Both the gods of the Hittites and the gods of the vassals were invoked as witnesses.

6. The Curses and Blessings are the punishments and rewards for disobedience and obedience. The curses are larger in number and more colorful than the blessings.

Parts 1, 3, and 6 always appear in the Hittite treaties. Part 2 occurs in twenty-two out of the twenty-four suzerain-vassal Hittite treaties. The other two treaties are fragmented where part 2 would be expected, but the remains suggest that part 2 was in them as well. Part 5, the Witnesses, occurs in twenty of the twenty-four treaties. Part 4, as noted, is rare. Other than Part 4, this is the customary construction of the treaties. In first-millennium BC treaties of the Neo-Assyrian empire, the curses become much more important. The historical narrative and the blessings disappear.35

An analysis of the structure of Deuteronomy reveals that it contains all elements of the Hittite suzerain-vassal treaty:36

	Treaty	Deuteronomy
	1. Title/Preamble	1:1-5 or 6 (God as speaker)
	2. Historical Prologue	1:6-3:29
	3a. Basic Commands	4-11
	3b. Detailed Laws	12-26
	4a. Deposit of Text	31:24-26
	4b. Public Reading	31:10-13
	5. Witnesses	31:19, 26, 28
	6a. Blessings	28:1-14
	6b. Curses	28:15-68

The biblical covenant has been understood as a combination of both treaty and law. Ancient Near Eastern law collections of the third and second millennia BC (Ur-Nammu, Lipit-Ishtar, Eshnunna, Hammurabi)— but not any that occur later—placed the blessings and curses in the same order as Deuteronomy but not as in the Hittite treaties.

Despite the difference in forms, interest in preserving an eighthor seventh-century date for the composition of the work has inclined those scholars who do recognize a treaty structure toward a comparison with Neo-Assyrian treaties.37

By itself, the distinctive structure of Deuteronomy, comparable only with second-millennium BC treaties and law codes, says nothing about possible later editing and additions, not to mention the updating of the language. However, the form preserved in its first twenty-eight chapters does call into question theories that Deuteronomy was composed wholly in the eighth and seventh centuries BC.

As noted above, the Hebrew term for covenant also had antecedents in the second millennium BC. The same is true of the idea of a relationship with a deity. This occurs in the second-millennium BC West Semitic cultures of Emar, Mari, and elsewhere.38 Already one finds a verbal approach to the chief deity and a relationship between the deity and the whole community.39 However, it is not as developed as in Deuteronomy nor is the suzerain-vassal treaty form applied.

Seventh and last, the reader is referred to the new literary studies of the latter half of the twentieth century. These represent the strongest and most widely agreed-upon consensus challenging the older theories. As well as any other, Norman Whybray (1987) challenged the assumptions behind the formation of the Pentateuch according to the Documentary Hypothesis. Among his observations, three are noted here.40 First, the P and E documents lack sufficiently large samples to render significant conclusions. This is particularly true of E and may be one of the reasons it has sometimes been joined with J. Second, there is the problem of “a self-fulfilling prophecy” in which documents are found by application of criteria that have been created to find the documents. Whybray was neither the first nor last scholar to note this problem and it should not be ignored by the theory’s proponents.41 The circular nature of the argument consists in the history of Israel being laid out as envisioned by Wellhausen and others who then select and define the documents in such a manner as to confirm what they have created. Third, the application of the same criteria without the presumption of multiple documents yields different results. For example, Rolf Rendtorff (1986; 1990) shifted to a kind of “supplementary hypothesis” in which the emphasis is on the progressive edition of literary layers.

It is important to note that these questions concerning the Documentary Hypothesis do not thereby demonstrate a second-millennium BC composition of the Pentateuch. It is clear that the overall language of the prose texts of the Pentateuch conforms to the style of the monarchic period of Israel and Judah (c. 1000–586 BC), whatever distinctive grammatical features may occur. Long noted have been the glosses that suggest later editing and development of the text.42 Despite the presence of early grammatical forms that distinguish the Pentateuch from other biblical literature,43 there remains the overall impression that in its present form it was composed in the Classical Hebrew of the first half of the first millennium BC. It is not the purpose of this project to ascertain the degree of editing. Rather it is enough to observe that the old consensus on the development of Israel’s religion can no longer be assumed. Instead, each type of literature in the Pentateuch may preserve traditions of greater antiquity than commonly asserted. The degree to which such elements are authentic can be determined only on a case-by-case basis, using the comparative evidence available and studying carefully the Hebrew text itself. This is not to suggest that every textual or archaeological parallel that can be found guarantees the dating. It does suggest, however, that assumptions about dating that are based on questionable literary theories should be evaluated on the basis of relevant comparative and other evidence.

The abiding value of the Documentary Hypothesis is in the manner in which various types of Pentateuchal literature have been identified: the literature that considers the priesthood and its cult (P); the literature that emphasizes the covenant for Israel and describes its relationship with God as one of divine obligation and reciprocity (D); those elements that suggest God’s role to be one of both direct confrontation with individuals and also one of work behind the scenes of human history (J); and those sections that emphasize the role of the prophets in proclaiming the message of God to the people (E). Whether or not these are different religions, they certainly represent different emphases and may reflect the presence of special groups who identified with each method of religious expression.

Religion History, Tradition History, and Orality 

In the nineteenth century, the translation of ancient Near Eastern scripts and languages, such as Akkadian and Egyptian, as well as the interest in the archaeology of Bible lands, led to a new emphasis on the comparison between the literature of the ancient Near East and that of the Bible. The integration of this comparative method into biblical scholarship began with the comparison by George Smith of the Genesis flood story and that found in the Mesopotamian Gilgamesh Epic.44 Additional comparisons were made with the Babylonian creation story, called Enuma Elish, as well as other ancient Near Eastern texts deemed relevant to Genesis 1–11 and other parts of the Bible.45 In some cases these comparisons yielded seemingly valid parallels. Thus Hermann Gun-kel (1862–1932) and Wolf Wilhelm Graf von Baudissin (1847–1926) attempted to study Israelite religion as it emerged from the Mesopotamian and Mediterranean influences of Babylonian and Phoenician myths.46 Gunkel argued that Israelite religion provided evidence of shared traditions between the biblical world and the cuneiform-writing societies of ancient Mesopotamia. These traditions, understood most often as oral (rather than written), were passed down by word of mouth and occasionally written in the form of narratives or stories. They were understood by Gunkel and his successors as cumulative, that is, they gathered more and more elaboration as time went on and the stories were retold.47 These could be found in the Hebrew Bible where they sometimes appeared as foreign elements disconnected from the surrounding text. In other cases, traditions that were integral to the biblical text of a book such as Genesis could be found by determining the smallest identifiable unit of the text and then tracing its development.48 The scholars who used this methodology often accepted the Documentary Hypothesis and other literary critical theories. However, they sought to penetrate behind the written text to the origins of ideas and themes that influenced and became part of later Israelite religion.

Albrecht Alt (1883–1956), a student of Gunkel, extended Gunkel’s tradition-historical method into other areas of ancient Israelite religion and history. He found in the cult a focal point for the collection and growth of traditions. Thus, for example, his analysis of the ancestral traditions in Genesis 12–36 (and other texts) led him to conclude that a number of tribes, each with its own deity named after an ancestor, and a number of geographical centers in Canaan, each with its own distinct El-god, were merged into the worship of the single deity Yahweh.49 Alt also discerned other characteristics of Israel’s religion, such as etiologies, which were attempts to account for sacred names or practices whose origins had been lost or forgotten. Etiologies gave them explanations suitable to their contemporary religious significance.

The theory of traditions assumes a clustering of key themes that gradually accumulated more traditions, somewhat like a snowball rolling down a hill gathering more and more snow. Martin Noth (1902–1968), working in this area, identified five such traditions as key to the background of the Pentateuch and Joshua: the exodus from Egypt; the entrance into the arable land of Palestine; the promise to the ancestors (cf. Gen. 12:1–3); the wilderness wanderings; and the revelation at Mount Sinai.50 Gerhard von Rad (1901–1971) simplified the number of tradition complexes to two, the Exodus/conquest and the events and revelation associated with Mount Sinai.51 Such study of traditions remains an integral part of the identification of history and religion in the Hebrew Bible. Fundamental to the assumptions of these scholars is that the various texts of the Bible can be understood only in terms of a historical development wherein original writings have undergone additions and other editorial processes that have cumulatively altered their form and content to meet the political, theological, and other concerns of later bearers of the traditions.

The study of biblical traditions developed in various places, for example in the Myth and Ritual School found in Great Britain and Scandinavia.52 This particular expression was fostered by a view of myth within the context of rituals, by the ancient Babylonian and other texts that described a New Year’s Festival, and by a particular view of anthropology that argued for the diffusion of practices throughout a region and beyond.53 Although differing among themselves in many particulars, some scholars following this approach dated comparatively late the actual writing of the biblical books. Scholars such as A. S. Kapelrud, Sigmund Mowinckel, and Helmer Ringgren developed an approach that identified a pattern of myth and ritual that could be found in Israel and throughout the ancient world. Constitutive elements were common in Babylon and Israel, for example, although they might occur in different combinations or forms. At the heart of this pattern to the cult lay the royal cult, often construed with the ascription of divine status to the king. Ringgren’s own study of Israelite religion (1966), however, found a great deal more confidence in the preexilic and even premonarchic accounts of the Bible than did some of his predecessors.

This approach preferred to see oral tradition as having a dominant role. Indeed, it appeared to enjoy significant stimulus with the study of Serbo-Croatian bards who were able to memorize and recite lengthy poems without mistake. Comparisons were made with the Iliad and Odyssey of Homer in terms of oral transmission and of the accuracy of what was passed on for centuries. The relationship of all this to the ancient Near East and to the Bible was stimulated by the 1929 discovery of poetic myths about Baal and other “Canaanite” deities mentioned in the Bible, dating from the thirteenth century BC and found at the city of Ugarit near the Mediterranean coast of Syria. This gave further support to the view that lengthy poetic myths of the origins of Mediterranean and West Semitic peoples could have been orally preserved and passed along for centuries before being written down into the texts that we now have. In particular, the Ugaritic myths were studied by scholars such as Cyrus Gordon, William F. Albright, and Frank Moore Cross, who found in them themes and motifs that recur in biblical poetry.54 For example, Ugaritic parallels are used to argue the development of the role of Israel’s deity, Yahweh, as a warrior.

The emergence of a greater interest in folklore and other studies precipitated a renewed appreciation of the oral nature of much of the earlier materials in the Hebrew Bible. Susan Niditch (1996) argued that various forms preserved in the written text betray oral origins. This could be seen in the preservation of formulas and repetitions and in the many references to writing in the Bible that suggest it was viewed as magical in quality, the words possessing a special power by being written. Niditch found this in Exodus 17; Numbers 17; Joshua 8 and 24; Deuteronomy 6; Isaiah 8; Ezekiel 37; and Daniel 5. Niditch argues that the earlier and originally oral contents of the Bible were gradually replaced by texts, intentionally composed as literate works of art.55 Even the appearance of extrabiblical texts from ancient Palestine does not disprove the fundamentally oral nature of the society. These inscriptions were either originally oral statements that were written later (such as letters), or, in the case of monumental inscriptions (such as the Tel Dan stele or the Moabite stele), they were set up to impress an illiterate populace.

Orality did play an important role in ancient Israel. However, these studies tend too readily to impute oral cultural features to many texts.56 Many of these are examples of rhetoric, and occur in written as well as oral literature. Further, assumptions about low percentage figures for literacy are highly speculative. There is evidence of a large and diverse collection of extant Hebrew and other inscriptions from in and around Palestine that date from Israel’s first appearance in the land (and earlier) until after the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians in 587/586 BC.57 This has been further supported by the 2005 discovery of a tenth-century BC abecedary in the Judean hill country site of Tel Zayit, south of Jerusalem. Written in a distinctive Hebrew script, the abecedary establishes the presence of people learning to read and write in the villages of ancient Judah at a time most associate with the period of the United Monarchy.58 Schniedewind (2004) affirms the complex biblical awareness of the movement from oral to written traditions and the formation of the idea of a canon. Carr (2005), on the basis of literacy studies in comparative Classical and ancient Near Eastern societies, suggests that a purpose of the development of writing may have to do with the cultural education of people and the promotion of memorization, a concern not unknown in the Hebrew Bible (Deut. 6:4–9).

At the same time, the continued publication of thousands of cuneiform texts from the eighteenth-century BC north Syrian site of Mari has revealed new and previously unrecognized understandings of the background out of which the ancestral traditions of Genesis may have emerged. Fleming (2004) cites a number of correspondences from these texts, providing specific connections with Benjamin and others.59 Van Seters (1983a) had denied the validity of comparing the pastoralist ancestors with archives from an urban source such as Mari.60 That is to say, the comparison was considered inappropriate because Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob appear as herders and nomads, whereas Mari was a city. However, it is now known that Mari’s king, Zimri-Lim, was also chief of the northern coalition of tribes around Mari, the Binu[image: s2]. Thus he ruled both the urban center and the tribes, and he did so with two separate organizations. The tribes were herders and nomads, and thus fall into a similar social category as the ancestors in Genesis 12–36.

Thus the roles of both oral and written traditions remain important in the study of the biblical texts. Further, their historical development and editing are considerations that must be addressed any time a text is cited. Nevertheless, the diversity of opinion on almost every question of every text threatens to render the biblical text unusable. I will attempt to use comparative evidence, where appropriate, in the identification of relevant texts that can be ascribed to a particular time in Israel’s history. Overall, it seems best to maintain an open mind about the dating of ancient Israelite traditions.

Mid-Twentieth-Century Directions 

The Israeli scholar and biblical historian, Yehezkel Kaufmann (1955; 1960) labored on Israel’s history and concluded, primarily from the biblical record, that the distinction between Canaanite image worship and Israelite aniconic monotheism was early and radical. His distinctive approach preserved an appreciation of the unique contribution that the Israelites made as outsiders coming into the land of promise.

Like Alt before him, the German scholar Georg Fohrer (1968) distinguished between the nomadic clan religion of the immigrating Israelites and the settled religion of the Canaanite inhabitants of the land and its population centers. However, he also emphasized four effects of both societies that changed and developed the religion. First among these was the Mosaic religion of Yahweh. In addition, the advent of the kingship, of prophecy, and of Deuteronomistic theology all had an impact on religion. Fohrer is an excellent example of that distinctively European approach that emphasizes the history of ideas.

In America, the dominant voice of William F. Albright contended for an early Mosaic monotheism that fixed the fundamentals of Israelite religion at the nation’s beginning.61 David Noel Freedman and Frank Moore Cross, who were students of Albright’s, would recognize the importance of key early poetic texts in the Pentateuch, Psalms, and elsewhere.62 Such archaic literature as Exodus 15, Judges 5, and Psalm 68 provided glimpses into premonarchic Israel and its belief in Yahweh as a warrior who comes from the southern mountains to lead his people to victory. G. Ernest Wright also employed a methodology that separated the religion of Israel from that of the surrounding peoples in the land. The theology of the Old Testament tied into the religion of Israel with the identification and confession of the mighty acts of God in the nation’s history.

Cross’s Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of the Religion of Israel appeared in 1973. The essays in this text dealt with a variety of topics. Of note was the systematic application of the Baal cycle and other Ugaritic myth sources as a template against which to compare early narratives and poetry in the Bible and their tradition history. In many ways this text served as a programmatic outline for Cross’s students and others who built on his analyses.63 Beyond this, the work reviewed and developed a comprehensive interpretation of Israelite religion as a distinctive but identifiable development from Late Bronze Age antecedents through the Iron Age (1200–586 BC) and into the postexilic Persian period (539–332 BC). The study provided both for an appreciation of Israelite religion as a living and evolving phenomenon and an awareness of its early appearance and development. In comparison with Wright, Kaufmann, Albright, and others, this approach represented a dramatic departure. Instead of a radical contrast between Israel and its neighbors, Cross argued that the religion developed from previous forms and ideas in Ugaritic and Canaanite cult and myth. This understanding paved the way for immense changes in the field that were to appear in the following decades.

The American school, as represented by Albright, Cross, Freedman, and others, grounded their understanding of Israelite religion in the relationship of the biblical text to the archaeology and extrabiblical texts of ancient Palestine and the ancient Near East in general. This was an optimistic era in which scholars felt that they could positively correlate with the biblical texts distinctive aspects in ancient Near Eastern texts from as early as the Middle Bronze Age (c. 2000–c. 1550 BC). Albright, along with other historians and archaeologists such as Roland de Vaux, Benjamin Mazar, Cyrus Gordon, Nelson Glueck, and Dame Kathleen Kenyon, to mention but a few, sought to situate even the earliest of the biblical periods (e.g., the ancestors in Gen. 12–36) in the textual world of West Semitic archives and excavations. This positive assessment is nowhere more present than in Albright’s own works on Israelite history, archaeology, and religion, which in their time were standard textbooks for American students in their respective fields.64 Albright’s positive correlation of the Old Testament record to the archaeological evidence (textual and material) for the ancestors of Genesis 12–36 was seriously challenged by Thompson (1974) and Van Seters (1975). Their negative evaluation of biblical historiography would not be the last word, however. Much more consequential has been the manner in which, despite its debt to a figure such as Albright, study of Israelite history and religion during the past three decades has ignored his work as well as that of many others of that generation. One can look through bibliographies in many major works on Israelite religion and see no mention of key works by Albright and like-minded scholars of his generation. The reason for this lies in the new evidence and new methodologies that emerged in the last quarter of the twentieth century.

The Last Thirty Years 

In 1978 Rainer Albertz published his study, Persönliche Frömmig-keit und Offizielle Religion: Religionsinterner Pluralismus in Israel und Babylon. This work was based on a fundamental distinction between personal or popular religion and state religion. This distinction opened the door to the important realization that diverse and perhaps contradictory religious beliefs and practices occur in the same state and at the same time. There are many levels on which religion and religious expression take place. The result has been a different way of looking at Israelite religion. Scholars recognized that Israel need not have had a single religion, nor even two competing religions, but that they could have had many religious practices and beliefs that changed over time. Albertz’s Religionsgeschichte Israels in alttestamentlicher Zeit appeared in 1992 and was translated into English in 1994 as A History of Israelite Religion in the Old Testament Period. Following a traditional literary critical approach and building on the research of Noth (and of Alt for the Genesis narratives), Albertz presented a historical perspective of the development of Israelite religion. Albertz used his distinction between popular (or better, family or local) and state religion as a method for the historical and critical study of the religious beliefs of Israel. His approach combines skepticism of any reliable ancestral or exodus texts preserved in the Bible with acceptance of traditional source critical approaches.

The past three decades of research in Israelite religion have also been influenced by three other significant developments. First, the already-mentioned studies critical of the ancestors or “patriarchs” of Genesis 12–36 spawned an entire school of thought, centered at the University of Copenhagen, that doubted all historical texts in the Bible, especially calling into question any identifiable, historical memory of the second millennium BC in the Hebrew Bible. Although this did not become the dominant view, its influence has been such that discussions of Israelite history no longer assume the presence of authentic recollections in the Old Testament. The burden of proof, certainly for the second millennium BC and often for the first millennium BC, has shifted to those who argue a historical source.65 The skepticism of the early Israelite period has led to a reevaluation of the origins of Israelite religion, calling into question all assumptions concerning the beliefs of the premonarchic period. Second, research into Israelite religion has been for the most part separated from the traditional theological disciplines. The desire to tie this study to theology in some manner, which was characteristic of much earlier research, has given way to the examination of religious questions within the context of archaeology, history, and other social sciences. This gave a priority to the material and textual evidence outside the Bible as a potential source of neutral and unbiased information. Without the assumptions of theological relevance for the subject, the biblical text becomes far less valuable, a source of ideology and “tendenz” rather than an explicit account of ancient religion. Third, there has been the discovery of new evidence, both textual and archaeological, that has led to a different understanding of ancient Israel and of its beliefs than had previously been supposed. It is this evidence, along with the methods of the social sciences, that has profoundly changed the discipline.

An example of this may be found in the discovery and publication of the Kuntillet [image: s1] texts, found in northern Sinai and dated c. 800 BC. These texts appear to mention Yahweh in conjunction with the West Semitic goddess Asherah. This has led to a reconsideration of Israelite religion in terms of its surrounding context (both earlier than and contemporary to the states of Israel and Judah). The religion of ancient Israel could no longer be divided into those who worshiped only Yahweh and those who rejected Yahweh and worshiped other deities. Instead, Israelites could and did honor both Yahweh and other deities at the same time and in the same place.

There are too many examples of this new direction and such an abundance of authors that judicious consideration of even the most important would require its own volume. The study here will briefly examine a sampling in order to appreciate the direction of the field and the contribution of some of the most interesting and significant writers.

Tryggve N. D. Mettinger is a Swedish scholar whose publications have examined specific aspects of the religion of Israel. His earlier work (1976) addressed concerns of divine legitimacy and presence in kingship in Israel, a theme not unrelated to the Myth and Ritual School. His 1988 study of the divine names of God represented a view that accentuated the differences between Israel’s deity and those of the surrounding cultures. It suggested a primarily theological approach to the analysis of the ancient names of God as presented by the Hebrew Bible. More controversial was Mettinger’s (1995) analysis of the lack of divine images in the Israelite faith. Mettinger determined that this phenomenon, usually identified as aniconism, had precedents in the desert south of Israel, as well as in surrounding (Mesopotamian and Egyptian), contemporary (Phoenician), and later (Punic, Nabatean, and Arabian) cultures. In his 2001 study of the role of dying and rising deities in the ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean worlds, Mettinger examines fundamental questions about the differences among many of these cultures and their deities. The value of this study in the general field of ancient Israelite religion was that it recognized the importance of the sociological approaches of Evans-Pritchard, Geertz, and other field studies, which emphasized the importance of treating each culture separately and not making generalizations from one people group to another. The work of Mettinger epitomizes this approach as he traces similarities but also catalogs differences in the available evidence on the treatment of dying and rising deities over several millennia and continents. This approach represents an ideal, one that is not always attained in the study of long dead cultures due to the absence of sufficient and clear evidence of cultic practices and beliefs.

The study of Semitic cultures, particularly that of Ugarit, has had an impact on the analysis of the Israelite cult. The comparative study of Israel’s cult, and particularly of the sacrifices of the Pentateuch, has been the concern of scholars such as Baruch Levine. Levine’s approach has been philologically oriented. For example, he has compared the types of sacrifices at Ugarit and in Akkadian ritual texts from Mesopotamia with those having similar or cognate names in the Hebrew Bible. He has done the same with entire ritual texts and with particular expressions in order to ascertain both similarities and differences between their usage in the Bible and in these earlier sources.66

Jacob Milgrom has also studied the ancient Near Eastern, Second Temple, and Rabbinic sources in his analysis of the cultic texts of Leviticus and elsewhere in the Pentateuch.67 He gives special consideration to anthropological categories, propounded by scholars such as Mary Douglas and others, in analyzing holiness and impurity along with life and death as key poles for interpreting the biblical descriptions of the sacrifices and cult.68 As already noted, his conclusions challenge both the postexilic date for the Priestly source (P) and the sequence of the Holiness Code (Lev. 17–26) and the sacrificial texts.

Another scholar whose focus has been on cults is Menahem Haran, who has published largely in modern Hebrew. His distinctions between the tabernacle and temples of the Bible, on the one hand, and the “high places” ([image: s3], singular [image: s4]) on the other, as well as his arguments for a more precise delineation between archaeological finds and cult items (such as altars, for example) described in the Bible, have been influential in the understanding of religious cult in ancient Israel.69 From a different perspective, Moshe Weinfeld, also an Israeli scholar, examined the Deuteronomistic Law and History. His theological analyses of the material in Deuteronomy, including studies of its covenant terminology and of its teaching on social justice, emphasized the contextual background of the ancient Near East.70 This included study of the secondand first-millennia BC treaties as well as a wide variety of royal and monumental sources. Further research examined the background of Joshua in light of foundation texts of the Mediterranean world as well as the ancient Near East.71 The effect has been to provide form critical studies based in the attested context of the ancient world.

A different dimension of Israelite religion may be seen in the work of a scholar such as Moshe Greenberg. Along with his emphasis on the prophet Ezekiel and the religion of the exilic and postexilic periods, Greenberg’s study of extemporaneous prayer in the Hebrew Bible (1983b; 1997) gives evidence of an appreciation of the internal aspect of the faith of Israelites in general. Perhaps even more significant is Greenberg’s argument (1997) that these prayers of ancient Israel do not give evidence of an evolution in popular beliefs over the centuries. This represents a contrary view on the religion of Israel in which faith is not necessarily given to profound changes during the period of the monarchy and later. Using primarily extrabiblical sources, Jeffrey Tigay addressed a different dimension of Israelite religion, similarly asserting the lack of change. His studies of the extrabiblical Hebrew inscriptions—and especially of the personal names of the inhabitants of the northern kingdom of Israel and of the southern kingdom of Judah—argued that the evidence points to the widespread worship of a single deity. The works of Greenberg and Tigay remain a strong contrast to the prevailing view that assumes a development in ancient Israel from polytheism to the worship of a single deity, beginning in the time of the divided monarchy (c. 931– c. 586 BC).

Recent decades of research have witnessed an increasing interest in gender studies that have various levels of correlation with Israelite religion. Carol L. Meyers looked at women’s roles from anthropological and archaeological perspectives, with application to biblical texts such as Genesis 3 and to the roles of women in the cult.72 One may also mention Tikva Frymer-Kensky, who examines these questions from the perspective of ancient Near Eastern texts; Phyllis Bird, as a scholar of traditional critical approaches and modern gender studies who discusses the roles of men and women in the cult; and scholars such as Phyllis Trible and Cheryl Exum, whose studies of biblical narratives touch on the role of women in the cult.73 There are also examples of many specialized subjects, of which the study of the goddess Asherah by scholars such as Urs Winter (1983), Judith M. Hadley (2000), and William Dever (2005) is one example.

Liberation and two-thirds–world readings have also addressed the question of Israelite religion in a variety of ways. Norman Gottwald’s 1979 groundbreaking analysis of the emergence of Israel in Canaan at the beginning of the Iron Age (c. 1200 BC) presented a Marxist reading of the socioeconomic conditions of the inhabitants of the surrounding cities of Canaan, their revolt against their masters, and their arrival in the hills of Palestine where they formed egalitarian communities. His understanding of an “exodus group” from Egypt who arrived in the hill country at this time allowed Gottwald to argue that they transformed the society of these “revolting peasants” into one characterized by communal and equal living. This small group of outsiders could have brought with them the belief in a single deity, Yahweh.74 The result was a religious faith that catalyzed the oppressed and poor of the land. Such an interpretation has been criticized for its selective use of biblical texts and for the absence of evidence that Israel was ever egalitarian, an especially problematic view in light of the pictures of leadership and the warfare ideology that permeate Joshua and Judges. In contrast to Gottwald, M. Daniel Carroll R. has examined the world of eighth-century BC Israel as presented in the text of Amos.75 He exemplifies an attempt to analyze the material using philosophies and methods that take into account the poor of Latin America and elsewhere. The result is the beginning of a different picture of Amos and his society, one that emphasizes the injustice and sin of the society as part of a false picture of reality created by the leadership. Yahweh is personally involved in the prophetic indictment of Israel.

Karel van der Toorn developed the distinction between family and state religion and also took into account the comparative Semitic texts in his 1996 study Family Religion in Babylonia, Syria, and Israel: Continuity and Changes in the Forms of Religious Life. According to van der Toorn, with the rise of the Israelite state, there emerged both a national religion and a family religion, the latter centered on the ancestor cult. The prophetic reaction to the politics of the northern kingdom, followed by its collapse (c. 722 BC), led to the loss of belief in the state deity as well as a diaspora that cut families off from their ancestral burial places. In this context the Deuteronomists flourished and were able to promote belief in the sole deity, Yahweh, who allowed for both family devotion as well as a faith that would survive the destruction of the temple and of Jerusalem. This is an intriguing thesis that need not be proved in every detail for it to provide elements of a possible interpretation of popular religious life in ancient Israel. For such scholars monotheism and even monolatry were late in their appearance in Israel, where polytheism that matched neighboring cultures was predominant for most of the Iron Age.

Others, however, have not been so quick to abandon the early development of monotheism in Israel. As already noted, Tigay (1986) surveyed the extrabiblical Hebrew inscriptions, and especially the personal names, in order to argue for exclusive worship of Yahweh in the monarchy. This relatively brief monograph remains a key source for some of the strongest arguments that the overwhelming majority of inscriptions, if one includes seals and seal impressions (called bullae) that bear almost exclusively personal names, know only of Yahweh as the deity who is worshiped in the southern kingdom of Judah and in the northern kingdom of Israel.

Turning to ancient Israelite personal names in the Bible, Johannes de Moor (1990a; 1990b) argued for the presence of Yahweh worship in the earliest period (before 1000 BC). He followed the earlier onomastic studies of Tigay and others in objecting to any argument for large-scale redaction of the biblical record of personal names in favor of a monotheistic perspective. His objection is supported by the presence of only a small number of polytheistic names in the Bible. That is to say, if later Israel wished to obscure an earlier age of universal polytheism, one would expect it to eliminate all biblical names of Israelites that could be interpreted as owing allegiance to another god or goddess. But this is not the case. Thus personal names with El are more popular than Yahweh names before the ninth century, but both deities were identified in Israel before David.76 Robert Gnuse (1997) sought to survey the views of the question of Israel’s origins and especially the place of religion in the history of Israel from c. 1200 BC until the postexilic period. Gnuse used a model of evolutionary development with intermittent revolutionary changes. According to Gnuse, monotheism is best understood as a development from a polytheism that remained committed to the existence of other deities right into the exilic period (after 587 BC). It was only with the writings of Deutero-Isaiah in the postexilic period that monotheism emerged as a clear belief among the Israelite peoples. A great part of Gnuse’s argument appears to rest on the assumption that sometime in the mid-first millennium BC (eighth to sixth centuries) there was a revolution across the known world from India to Greece that brought about the acceptance of monotheism in Israel. This understanding carries forward the “Axial Age” theory in which this period of time was crucial for the emergence of modern concepts and theories.77 This, plus the crucible of the exile, led Israel to a higher and better understanding of its faith, an ethical monotheism. While there are some reservations, particularly in terms of Gnuse’s methodology, there seems to be inconsistency in Gnuse’s skepticism toward early Israelite worship of a single god. While he attempts to create a variety of ties with first-millennium beliefs and ideas, he too readily dismisses those of the second millennium. By his own admission, Pharaoh Akhenaten’s fourteenth-century BC cult of the Aten was one of the earliest moves toward monotheism.78 Yet he discredits any association between that cult and early Israel. Further, evidence for the worship of only one god as found in the personal names of Israelites in the Old Testament period, both in the Bible and in extrabiblical inscriptions, creates a problem for Gnuse’s theory. His attempt to develop Albertz’s argument that the names reflect only family piety and not the religion of society is not convincing. It is a false dichotomy to assume that these two elements of religion are separate and isolated. It is one thing to talk about the emphasis on national deities in surrounding cultures (Ammonites, Moabites, etc.) but something else to demonstrate that this is virtually the only deity named in their personal names, as is the case in late monarchic Judah (and to a lesser extent Israel). The latter is unique to Judah and it is incorrect to ignore or downplay this significant distinction in order to force the evidence into a particular interpretation.79

Susan Niditch (1997) provides a sociological study of Israelite religion based on a critical reading of biblical texts. This reading reflects the Albright tradition as maintained through the influence of scholars such as Cross and Freedman, who accept that early and even premonar-chic legal texts and poetry can be found in the Hebrew Bible. Niditch uses categories of religious experience ultimately derived from Ninian Smart as the outline for the book: experiential, mythical, ethical, ritual.80 Niditch’s most provocative observations appear in her study of ritual aspects of Israelite religion. She finds in the Passover narrative (Exod. 12) the transition from slavery to freedom remembered in a festival whose description is reduced to the basics. The Day of Atonement (Lev. 16) stresses the key role of the high priest. The trial of the woman suspected of adultery (Num. 5) is filled with symbols of the woman’s sexuality (barley) and powerlessness (the uncovering of her hair). However, the brevity of Niditch’s work does not allow for a more detailed discussion of the understanding of Israelite religion that the (extrabiblical) textual, onomastic, iconographic, and archaeological evidence suggest in earlier and contemporary periods.

Also in 1997 there appeared a collection of essays edited by Hershel Shanks and Jack Meinhardt, Aspects of Monotheism: How God Is One. While the study of Israelite religion has given rise to many collections of essays, this one is of special interest as it constitutes a dialogue between scholars of differing views who are leaders in the disciplines of Egyptology, Assyriology, and biblical studies. The first study is Redford’s analysis of the religious reforms introduced to fourteenth-century BC Egypt by the pharaoh Akhenaten. Redford considers the contribution of his own excavations to understanding this movement, known as the Amarna revolution. It was, in its time, a disenfranchisement of other gods and their temples in Egypt and the acknowledgment of a single deity, the Aten, as the one who was worshiped by the royal family and others throughout Egypt. According to Redford, Akhenaten was a monotheist who displayed characteristic intolerance of other deities and privileged his own god as the sole creator deity and alone worthy of worship. However, Redford discounts any connection with Moses and the emergence of monotheism in the religion of Israel. Redford’s presentation is the only one in the book that has no documentation or footnotes. Therefore, his assertions are presented without substantiation of a sort that is necessary for evaluation.

William Dever provides an important survey of extrabiblical archaeological (and some textual) evidence of religion in Iron Age Israel between 1200 and 586 BC. His study is a valuable survey of the field from the perspective of Syro-Palestinian archaeology. It argues the importance of the extrabiblical evidence for understanding the popular religion of Israel. Dever focuses on a variety of items that have been excavated and associated with Israelite religion but do not appear in the Old Testament. Dozens of terra cotta offering stands and small horned altars have been excavated west of the Jordan but none are mentioned in the Bible. Again, the evidence for the prominence of Asherah, both in the hundreds of figurines and in the inscriptions that suggest her association with Yahweh, indicate the importance of this goddess that is only hinted at in the Bible. Dever (2005) continues his study of the subject, seeking to argue that the religion of Israelite women was ignored or misunderstood by male biblical writers. This form of religious expression can best be identified by the archaeological remains. Dever again argues that the figurines represent the goddess Asherah. Therefore, this deity was concerned with the fertility of women and with their general prosperity. However, much of this remains speculative and is similar to the contemporary “paradox” that exists between the liberation theology that theologians touted as the best way to address inequities for Latin American women, and their actual preference for Pentecostalism.81 Modern theories about what women (or men) should and should not believe do not necessarily reflect actual behavior.

P. Kyle McCarter’s essay in the Shanks and Meinhardt volume begins by setting the reforms of Hezekiah and Josiah, two “monotheistic” reforming kings in eighth-and seventh-century BC Jerusalem, in the context of the reform of the seventh-century pharaoh Shabaka, who also discovered an ancient text and attempted to base reforms on it. He surveys archaeological evidence such as Hezekiah’s wall, the Kuntillet [image: s1] inscriptions and sanctuary, and Mesopotamian texts that suggest a movement toward a single deity in interaction with biblical texts. However, his contention that other nations surrounding Israel and Judah were similar in their worship of a single national deity does not stand up to the evidence. First, by McCarter’s own admission he must exclude the Phoenician states since they clearly worshiped multiple deities. Second, his evidence for nations east and south of Judah does not hold up under close scrutiny. For one thing, the Ammonite corpus shows examples of many different divine names within its onomastic collection, unlike the personal names (biblical and extrabiblical) in Judah and even Israel. The fact is that the evidence from nations such as Edom is ambiguous and open to various interpretations, as Dever suggests.

Keel and Uehlinger’s volume (1992; English translation 1998) was hailed as the most important work available on Israelite religion. Its value can be found in its summary of all the extrabiblical evidence available to the authors in terms of ancient Palestinian cultic practices. No other publication has cataloged and produced a century-by-century survey of the representational art of ancient Palestine with a full awareness of the dominant forms and motifs, and how these develop and change. By focusing on the evidence and avoiding extensive biblical interpretations and correlations, Keel and Uehlinger succeed in providing a useful volume for anyone interested in the subject. I will summarize the particulars of their evidence as it relates to the content of succeeding chapters.

Patrick J. Miller Jr. (2000) provides a thorough, contemporary summary of the major areas of research that touch on the question of the beliefs and practices of ancient Israel. Of particular importance are the essays covering the teaching role of the priests, the intercessory and healing roles of the prophet, and the checks placed on royal power. Less convincing is Miller’s acceptance of the royal participation in an enthronement of Yahweh festival at the time of the Feast of Tabernacles, an interpretation similar to Mowinckel.

John Day (2000) provides a useful guide for understanding many of the major deities mentioned in the Old Testament. Day relies heavily on the evidence from the texts found at Ugarit. Day demonstrates persuasively that Yahweh’s origins are not the same as El’s of Ugarit. Asherah is shown to be the consort of El at Ugarit. Her connection with Baal in the Bible is not as a description of the chief divine couple, according to Day, but rather a biblical polemic to condemn both deities. The biblical writers appropriate Baal imagery from Ugarit, including the god’s appearance as a dying and living deity. In particular Hosea takes this imagery and uses it for his own purposes in his indictment of the northern kingdom. Astarte and Anat, wives of Baal at Ugarit, become deities of minimal description during Israel’s monarchy, although Day finds continuing traces of them in some rhetorical wordplay. Day reasonably identifies Astarte with the Queen of Heaven, mentioned in Jeremiah 7:18; 44:17–19, 45. The sun and moon are both deities that are rejected by the biblical authors. Day reviews the solar evidence relevant to Samson, his places of sojourn, and his experiences. A lengthy section on Isaiah 14 and the imagery of Lucifer there is set in both a historical and mythological context. In the former, Nebuchadnezzar is the Lucifer figure, whereas the mythological context goes back to the Baal epic and the description of Athtar’s failed attempt to take over the god’s throne. Mot and Resheph, who both appear in the Bible as common nouns (death and pestilence), have various levels of personification in biblical texts, from echoes of mythic themes to more apparent manifestations of these figures. Day seeks to answer the argument of Tigay that the dominant Yahwistic elements in the personal names from ancient Israel demonstrate monotheism throughout the monarchy. While Day is correct that the presence of Yahwistic names does not prove widespread monotheism (pp. 226–28), he is incorrect to minimize the significance of this data. It is a significant counterbalance to other evidence. Neither Israel nor Judah were monolithic in either monotheism or polytheism.

Mark S. Smith (1990a; revised 2003) represents a unique synthesis of virtually all the relevant textual (biblical and otherwise) and much of the archaeological evidence. Smith argues that there are three major tendencies in the history of Israelite religion. There is the convergence of the characteristics of deities such as El, Baal, and Asherah into those of Yahweh. There is the divergence of the figures of Baal and Asherah from Yahweh. Finally, there is the role of the monarchy in the acceptance of various deities and images associated with Yahweh as well as later rejection of these under Josiah. Smith then turns his attention toward the evidence for various deities during the period of the Judges, that is, Iron Age I (c. 1200–c. 1000 BC), which was largely a time that saw the convergence of deities such as El and Yahweh. Poetic texts such as Exodus 15, Deuteronomy 32, and Psalm 82 preserve the belief of this period where El was still the chief deity and Yahweh (like Baal in the Ugaritic literature) was a subordinate. References to the goddess Asherah and to [image: s5]in the Bible do not prove that this goddess was recognized in Iron Age Israel. They are either generic references to female deities (in the case of the plural form), references to a cult image of Yahweh, or a kind of resurrection of the goddess by the later Deuteronomists (monotheistic theologians from the time of Josiah in the late seventh century BC, and later) who write this deity’s name back into the history of Israel in an attempt to demonstrate its monarchical apostasy. Baal was a clear threat from the ninth century onward as the account of Ahab and Jezebel’s attempt to introduce the Tyrian form of this deity (Baal Shamem) demonstrates (1 Kings 18). Their ill-fated endeavor led to a prophetic revolt and intolerance for the god. Nevertheless, various characteristics such as those of the storm and storm cloud were adopted and applied to Yahweh. As noted, Asherah was reduced to a cult symbol of Yahweh. However, the female characteristics of Yahweh and some background to the personification of Wisdom (e.g., Prov. 3) owe their origins to Asherah. The sun deity was subsumed by Yahweh, who took on its characteristics. The actual symbol of the sun in the form of the winged sun disk became a later symbol of the Judean monarchy. The cult of the dead was largely tolerated, except possibly for necromancy, until the eighth century or later, when the prophetic literature begins to condemn it.

Mark S. Smith (2001a) continues his study and analysis of Ugaritic texts and their relation to the interpretation of the biblical text. Smith creates a model for the analysis of West Semitic religion as found in the Bible and at Ugarit. Central to this contribution is the picture of the Ugaritic pantheon as a family, similar to Ugarit’s royal family. In this family El and his consort, Asherah, occupy the first and highest level of the hierarchy. On the second level is the family of the supreme couple, the seventy sons of Asherah (Athirat in Ugaritic texts). This family receives support and service by the remaining two lower levels of the pantheon. These are occupied by craft specialists and other messengers and domestic servants. Smith suggests that this royal family model formed the basis for early Israel’s pantheon. He rejects early belief in a single deity by ancient Israel. He prefers to understand early biblical poems (Num. 23, 24; Deut. 32; Judg. 5; and Ps. 82) as indicating that Yahweh was a second-level deity subservient to El. Only later did Yahweh become identified with El and achieve first-level status in the pantheon. Even during the ninth and eighth centuries BC, biblical prophets such as Elijah, Hosea, and Amos did not exclude the possibility of multiple deities among other nations, although they condemned Israel for worshiping deities other than Yahweh. It was sociological factors such as the decline in the importance of the family lineage-based society and the emergence of supranational powers such as Assyria and Babylonia in the seventh and sixth centuries that led to the emergence of a belief in only one deity. Especially the latter drove the writer of Isaiah 40–55 to employ rhetorical techniques that contrasted the efforts needed to manufacture idols with the power of Yahweh as the creator of all.

Smith appropriately questions the old model of Frazer about dying and rising gods. Discussion about early monotheism centers around the prohibition of other gods and images in the Decalogue. Although there are allusions to some matters such as the relation of divinity and royalty in the biblical text, there is little direct biblical evidence for the Ugaritic pantheon model of a divine family that Smith proposes. In fact, even in such matters as the royal connection, there are many examples in what the Bible regards as early Israelite religion where cult and worship do not involve the king at all. Indeed, here Emar and its archive can provide balance. At Emar the emphasis on a pantheon is far less prominent than at Ugarit. In fact, the entire religious picture is considerably different than Ugarit and in many ways closer to biblical Israel, both sociologically and in matters of cult practice.

Ziony Zevit (2001) has produced a comprehensive review and assessment of the archaeological and textual sources for the religion of ancient Israel. His book is methodologically rigorous and the most complete inventory of the relevant data on the history of ancient Israelite religion yet available. Zevit makes a conscious effort to provide a typological framework in order to categorize the diversity of evidence. For the author, as for the writers of the Old Testament, the Israelites as a whole and in smaller groups worshiped a variety of deities whose identity and myths are in some cases known and in other cases unknown. In his review of the various cult places where Israelites of the Iron Age worshiped, the archaeological evidence allows Zevit to propose examples where the presence of two cult stands, two altars, and/or pairs of other religious implements suggest the worship of two deities. Examples of this and of some cases where three or more deities were worshiped suggest polytheism in many of the urban centers throughout northern and southern Israel.

However, there are examples of cult sites whose singleness might suggest a single deity. Preeminent among these is the early Iron Age site on Mount Ebal (c. 250–1150 BC) that Zevit identifies as a bona fide cult site where Israelites worshiped. Its unique nature can now be set in a context of excavated Iron Age cult sites that, particularly in the northern kingdom, demonstrate that singularity was the norm rather than the exception.82

 Zevit’s discussion of the inscriptional evidence allows him to reexamine the inscriptions traditionally cited in a survey of Israelite religion. His is one of the few works on religion to publish a full examination of the paleography, morphology, and interpretation of a host of inscriptions previously available only in part or not at all. Texts from Khirbet Beit Lei, Khirbet el-Qom, Kuntillet [image: s1], En Gedi, and elsewhere come under Zevit’s close examination (all discussed below in chapter 10). As will be argued, I believe that he is correct to see the blessings from Kuntillet [image: s1] as evidence for the worship of two deities, Yahweh and Asherah. Yet while his analyses demonstrate a wide diversity of religions that accepted Asherah and Baal along with Yahweh, the selection is curiously edited. No similar focus is given to the silver amulets from Ketef Hinnom or the Yahwistic blessings in the introductory formulae of the Arad and Lachish letters. All these support a stronger acceptance of Yahweh as uniquely (or alone) worshiped by some. While it is true that the primary focus of Zevit’s study is the various religions of Israel, other than the monotheism of Josiah, his conclusions about the widespread worship of multiple deities remain one-sided because the inscriptional data representing a unique emphasis on Yahweh is not fully considered. The same seems true of the study of Israelite onomastica. In fact, there is a difference in the percentages of Yahwistic personal names versus other theophoric names among Israelites and the relative percentages of names from neighboring countries that use their national deity when compared with those theophoric names that explicitly mention other deities. Thus while every count of Yahwistic names in Israel results in a number and percentage that far exceeds all other personal names with explicit divine names as an element, the ratios in Ammon and surrounding countries are the reverse.83 It is therefore not in accord with the evidence to imply that Israelite onomastica indicate no significant tendencies toward the worship of a single deity. Nevertheless, Zevit’s analysis of the biblical texts relevant to his enterprise suggests widespread polytheism throughout the nation at all periods until the centralization of Josiah (c. 622 BC), reemerging all the stronger after that single event.

Alongside the already-mentioned works of Zevit and Dever, there have appeared many studies related to the material culture of ancient Israel and its relevance to the interpretation of the religion of the land. An outstanding example of the use of archaeological research is Dever himself. He and many of his students have contributed important monographs and research articles on many aspects of the research. In 1995, Dever published a major review and critique of studies of Israelite religion. He demonstrated the lack of proper and comprehensive use of the material cultural findings in study after study of the subject. Although Zevit’s study has corrected that lack for English readers, the challenge of the archaeological evidence remains an essential factor in any analysis of Israelite religion. Thus much of this study is incorporated into my analysis.

One way of looking at Israel’s religion is through the lens of ritual, the practices and activities that comprise a significant part both of religion and of areas of life not necessarily to be considered as religious. Indeed, Gerald Klingbeil (forthcoming) surveys the study of this in the more general area of religious studies and then focuses in the specific area of the Bible, examining both the history of this study and also its role in the Bible itself. Ritual does more than mirror social order and religious beliefs. It also creates a reality in which the participants are brought to a new level of understanding.

This survey of some major recent works reveals that controversies in the discussion of Israelite religion remain and that there is no solution on the horizon. Included among these, but by no means limited to them, are the questions of the emergence of belief in a single deity, the earliest appearance of Yahweh, the place of the Pentateuchal sources and especially Genesis in the discussion of Israel’s religion, the role of Asherah, the place of religious evidence from Israelite personal names and other inscriptions, the treatment of the dead and belief in an afterlife, and the use of anthropological and other models in the analysis of these questions. The purpose of the present study will be to identify the major sources relevant to questions of Israelite religion in the biblical and extrabiblical texts, and in the archaeology of Israel. Rather than a final answer to the questions, this work seeks to provide a beginning point for the reader in the detailed but key questions of early Israelite religions.

Summary 

Traditional biblical scholarship has demonstrated both the strengths and weaknesses of older theological and philosophical perspectives. Interest in the religious practices of the Old Testament has existed for a long time in the Western world. Further, literary analyses have demonstrated streams of literature in the Pentateuch and elsewhere that reflect different, though not necessarily contradictory, emphases. Thus some are concerned with personal communion with God and with its continuation from generation to generation in the tribes and nation. Other streams focus on the priesthood, the cult, and the issues of cleanness and sacrifice that surround it. Finally, there are those that emphasize the relation with God as defined through covenant and its specific stipulations. On the negative side, however, is the conviction that these literary elements could be precisely delineated, even splitting sentences and phrases into distinct written sources, and that they could be dated as arising at specific points in Israel’s history. This has not gone without challenge and remains the most controversial part of the critical theories of the traditional scholarship.

Recent studies in the religion of Israel have demonstrated the diversity of the sources in the textual and material culture that can and need to be used in constructing as full a picture as possible. At the same time, the many issues addressed and the ongoing disagreements about interpretation emphasize that no single method has demonstrated its competence for the interpretation of the field and that the gaps in the data create gaps in our knowledge. More questions exist now than a generation ago. Perhaps the most generally agreed upon result of the many publications within recent decades has been the sense that the picture of religion in ancient Israel is far more complex than had once been supposed. It is not a question of two or three views of religion that different groups followed, but of a diversity of religious beliefs that changed from region to region and from generation to generation. Great syntheses and sweeping generalizations no longer hold.

Therefore we need to begin again and to examine the evidence that has accrued. Setting aside the assumption that we must find a comprehensive synthesis, we can perhaps better appreciate the diversity of texts and artifacts and the manner in which they address diverse expressions of religious faith. We can also examine and appreciate the great amount of work that has already been done by scholars in this field. I will continue to refer to and interact with earlier research and interpretations. Based on the reasonable assumption that in some sense people understand their own religious beliefs in light of those who preceded them, whether to follow, change, or reject what went before, I now turn to the period preceding ancient Israel as defined here. I consider the Bronze Age West Semitic and related cultures.
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51 . See, e.g., von Rad (1972).

52 . See a more complete discussion in Knight (1975).

53 . See Rogerson (1974, esp. p. 67); Talmon (1978, 327).
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56 . For example, the Izbet Sartah abecedary may be magical but there is nothing to indicate this. Rather, the crude writing suggests a text for learning how to write. Cf. also the abecedary from Tel Zayit below.
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83 . See Hess (forthcoming a).
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• Summary 

The background to the religious practices of Israel during the monarchy of the first millennium BC lies in previous millennia. In particular, it should be located in the West Semitic world of which Israel was a part, as defined by language and region. This chapter will consider the major sources of written and material Bronze Age evidence from areas of importance outside Palestine. Chapter 5 will consider specifically the areas of Palestine and Jordan. An important part of this background can be found in the texts from neighboring cultures, especially those major urban centers located in modern northern Syria. During the third millennium, the Early Bronze Age (c. 3300–2000 BC) reveals little in the way of writing except for the city of Ebla, whose texts date from the twenty-fourth century BC. During the Middle Bronze Age (c. 2000–1550 BC), the archives of Mari, another north Syrian city, reveal much about religion in this early period. In the Late Bronze Age (c. 1550–1200 BC), the archives of Amarna, Ugarit, and Emar provide relevant background information concerning the religious life of Israel’s predecessors. There is a great deal of archaeological evidence from each of these centers, and others, that might be noted.1 In the second millennium BC, cult centers in and around Palestine flourished. Some of these continued into Israel’s existence during the Iron Age (c. 1200–586 BC). These will be surveyed and briefly discussed. Not all the relevant materials from these cities and cultural sources can be surveyed here. Rather, many items of a textual and especially archaeological relevance will be placed in context in the later surveys of biblical texts, where they may more directly address issues of interpretation there.

Early Bronze Age Archives—Ebla 

We begin, then, with the north Syrian site of Ebla, whose archive was discovered in 1975. Although most of the thousands of tablets remain to be published, and though many aspects of the language itself are debated, some matters of the religious life have come to light.2 For example, in the texts the names of various deities have been identified. These include: the “god of the fathers,” Admu, earth mother Adamma (cf. the biblical name Adam), storm god Ada, Adaru “strength,” Gabadu “effulgence” (cf. Hebrew [image: s7], “glory”), god of Amana (Baal Hammon?), Ashtar (Ishtar), Baal?, Balikh (double river), Dagan (divinized Euphrates), lord of gods, Dabir, Gamish (Chemosh?), Hazi (Ugaritic Mt. [image: s161] Hebrew Zaphon), Kakkab “star,” Resheph, Samiu (heavens?), and the sun goddess.3 The deity zi-mi-nu/na may be associated with the šmn of Ugarit who has been related to Phoenician Eshmun.4 Many of these gods and goddesses anticipate deities known to Israel and its neighbors more than fifteen hundred years later. The significance of such a list indicates the conservative and enduring nature of various aspects of what comes to be called Canaanite (or, more broadly, West Semitic) religion.

At Ebla we also have the first attested occurrence of the West Semitic term [image: s8], which has been identified with the meaning “prophet.”5 Compare the biblical [image: s9], “prophet.” In addition, there is probably here an early reference to the well-known [image: s10]festival of Ugarit and the later Iron Age period in a reference to women receiving garments “on the day of the mar-za-u in the month of Man (May).”6 At Ebla, lists of deceased who receive offerings include a cuneiform sign indicating divinity in front of the royal names. This may suggest a belief that these deceased ancestors were deified.7

Middle Bronze Age Archives 

Mari 

ARCHAEOLOGY AND ARCHITECTURE

The north Syrian city of Mari, located at the bend of the Euphrates River and dating from the eighteenth century BC, reveals archaeological evidence of temples. The temple of Dagan was uncovered west of the palace. It contained some three hundred rooms. The temple’s proximity to the palace resembles the configuration at the site of Alalakh in Syria to the west. Its many rooms are not unlike those of the palace at Knossos in Crete.

Other material evidence for religion includes an interesting seal that depicts an aged El-type deity enthroned on a mountain between two streams and flanked by two vegetation goddesses emerging from the waters. A warlike figure thrusts a spear into the waters. If it is indeed El in his abode, then perhaps Baal is the one who pierces the waters (Yamm, “Sea”). The same theme occurs in the Ugaritic Baal cycle.8

[image: 9781441201126_0084_001]
Fig. 3. Map of Mesopotamia

For significant connections between Mari and the Bible regarding the tabernacle, see pp. 203–5.

MYTHIC ELEMENTS

Better known are the hundreds of letters discovered at Mari, most of which contain the correspondence of King Zimri-Lim during the final years of his reign as a relatively independent sovereign.9 Several of these refer to deities and heroic figures, many of whom become well known in later West Semitic myths. One letter contains a prophecy from the storm god Addu that connects the storm god’s victory over the sea with kingship: Thus speaks the storm god Addu to the king of Mari: “I restored you [Zimri-Lim] to your father’s throne. I gave you the weapon(s) with which I fought against the Sea.”10 As with the seal that was mentioned above, the theme of the storm god at battle with the personified and divinized Sea lies deep in the mytho-religious traditions of the West Semitic Bronze Age (c. 3300–1200 BC). Half a millennium later, a god list from Ugarit (KTU 1.47; for KTU, see Dietrich, Loretz and Sanmartín [1995]) connects the storm god Addu (or [H]adad) with Baal, and the sea god Yamm with Tamtum (Tiamat), whose name at Mari is here translated as “Sea.” Yamm is also divinized at Emar and given offerings. Schwemer observes evidence for the storm deity Addu in letters that mention Addu’s gifts and offerings, prayers, cult stone, and the securing of kingship.11 The deity is mentioned in contexts with Shamash, Dagan, Enlil, Iturmer, and Anu. Furthermore, numerous personal names are constructed with the determinative [image: s162] for Addu. The deity also appears in a similar manner at Old Babylonian Alalakh and surrounding areas.12

DYING AND RISING GODS

Another letter from one Yaminite king13 to another in northeastern Syria suggests an awareness of the “dying and rising god” motif that is so prominent in the ancient Near East and in the Mediterranean world of the first millennium BC. The myth, in which the god Dumuzi spends half the year in the underworld and half the year in the world above ground (giving fertility to the land), is known in the earliest mythological texts from third-millennium BC Sumerian and Akkadian cultures in what is today Iraq. A Dumuzi myth of death and living again is suggested in a remarkable text from a letter at Mari:14


The Message of Adad 

Say to my lord: Nur-Sin speaks as follows: Abiya, the prophet of Adad who is lord of Aleppo, came here and said,

“Adad said:

‘I gave all the land to Yahdun-Lim. With my weapons, I did not [need to] ask for an opponent, but he abandoned me. So I gave Shamshi-Adad the land I had previously given to him (Yahdun-Lim). As for Shamshi-Adad . . . Let me put you back on your ancestral throne. I gave you the weapons with which I attacked Sea. I anointed you with the oil of my awe-inspiring brightness. No one will be able to stand against you.

Listen to this one matter. If anyone cries out for judgment and says, I am wronged. Stay and decide their case. Give a fair answer. This is what I want from you. When you march out to war, don’t do so without an oracle. If I stand forth in my oracle, then march to war. If not, don’t march out the gate.’”

The prophet said this to me. So I have sent the hair of the prophet and his fringe to my lord.

Mari A 1968; eighteenth century BC from Mari. Translation by author; see Nissinen (2003, 21–22) for the transliteration, another translation, and commentary.



As for me, look at me. Not yet [?] . . . I escaped from death, and from the midst of Ahuna [I escaped] ten times during uprising[s]. Why, now, [am I not] like Dumuzi? They kill him [image: s11] at the [time of] counting the year [image: s12]. [In the spring(?),] he always comes back [it-ta-na-a(r)] to the temple of Annunitum.

Text A.512.7–15 suggests that a substitution was offered at the time of Dumuzi’s entrance into the temple:

On the day I conveyed this letter to my lord, the pudûm [expiation] of my Lord was offered in the temple of Annunitum of Shehrum. I have had Dumuzi enter in the temple of Annunitum in Mari.

Dumuzi’s association with Annunitum (a manifestation of the goddess Ishtar at Mari) and his death and return are described in these passages. These celebrations of his return to life and the associations of Dumuzi with grain gods (Ningishzida and possibly Damu) present Dumuzi’s return as a means to explain the reawakening of plant life.15 Dumuzi was known in this fashion in the West Semitic world of eighteenth-century BC Mari, more than a thousand years before women are pictured mourning for him, under the name of Tammuz, in the temple in Jerusalem (Ezek. 8:14).

RITUAL TEXTS

Other types of texts at Mari include the rituals.16 Among them are texts that describe the festivals of various deities, others that describe the lunar cycle, and still others that detail a variety of rituals: for the consecration of divine statues, for different life passages (birth, marriage, interment), for purification, for exorcism and sorcery, for ordeals and the conclusion of contracts, and for the army. Both gods and kings are included among the recipients. The two major festivals are the kispum and the Feast of Ishtar. The Feast of Ishtar occurred at the end of the seventh month (the month of Dagan in October) and lasted until the tenth month (Belet-biri in December).17 The kispum was a funerary meal with sacrifices for the dead.18 It anticipates kispum rituals that continued in the West Semitic world into the first millennium BC.

TREATIES

Another source for the official religion of Mari is found in the descriptions of treaty-making activities. Anticipating Leviticus 11, the division of clean and unclean animals may be implied in several Mari treaty accounts. On occasions when officials of Mari performed a treaty-making ritual with other nations, these groups brought animals such as a puppy, a goat, and a young bull or calf. None of these were acceptable to the Mari officials, who would sacrifice only the foal of a she-ass in the ritual.19

PROPHECIES

One of the most significant discoveries in the religion of Mari has to do with prophetic texts. More than sixty tablets report messages from prophets.20 Among these a band of prophets inquired into omens for the king’s well-being and advised the king on this. Other topics include victory and salvation for the king, prediction of illness and death, demand for justice toward one’s subjects, and the need for faithfulness to the deity or the requirement to be judged by the deity.21 At Mari the chief deity, the storm god Addu, promised blessings for obedience and made threats for disobedience. More than one oracle could be written down and sent. Thus there emerged an early form of a collection of oracles, along with provision of the historical context. This anticipated the later collections of prophetic oracles in the biblical books of the prophets.

The Hebrew word [image: s9]“prophet” is attested at Mari in the eighteenth century BC, and it seems to have been in the lexicon even earlier at Ebla. Hans Barstad (1993) finds special concerns among the Mari prophets with war and the defeat of the enemy. Oracles against foreign nations, so common in the Old Testament prophetic books, are also found at Mari. Mention is made of the writing of the prophecies. Prophecy thus predates Israel, even as it continues in societies contemporary with Israel’s existence. Of course, this is attested in the Bible with a figure like Balaam, a prophet from the north who is contemporary with Israel’s first generation (Num. 22–24). Daniel Fleming argues that the prophets of Mari and Emar (thirteenth century BC), who use the term for “prophet” cognate to the Hebrew word [image: s9], derive that term from the practice of naming or invoking the gods for assistance.22 Thus these prophets are intercessors just as the Old Testament prophets were.23

Fleming (1995, 145) observes that the prophet at Mari was associated with the West Semitic Hanean people. Related cultic officiants [image: s13] of the goddess [image: s14]used names derived from the Akkadian (not West Semitic) word, nabû, also meaning “to name,” that is, to invoke ancestral and protective deities. Compare the Syrian general Naaman who expects Elisha, a [image: s9], to call on the name of his deity (2 Kings 5:11). Hutton (1995) asks whether biblical prophecy is best understood as containing magic power in the words of the speakers or whether it is merely street theater, designed to represent the message to the people. He relates the oracles of judgment to curses in the ancient Near East. Using speech act theory Hutton concludes that there is some force in the message but that it is not a magical word. Instead, it is accepted social convention of the power of the speakers in their role as prophets (or whatever) that gives the message power and the words force. While there may be substance to Hutton’s argument, the widely accepted origins of the prophetic word in the sphere of the divine gave it a unique authority, whether at Mari or in later Israel.

André Lemaire (1999) summarizes research on the West Semitic prophets and prophecies. He notes that there exist fifty-seven specific messages from Mari prophets but that this prophecy was unknown in Babylon, occurring only in the West (at Mari). Its forms resemble the prophetic actions and words of Samuel, Saul, and Ezekiel. Like Jeremiah, prophecies can be reorganized and edited along thematic lines. At Mari this was done during the lifetime of the author of the prophecies.

In contrast to the Mari prophecy texts, Neo-Assyrian prophecies “predict” only a series of rulers, their lengths of reigns, and good or bad events associated with them. They date to the seventh century BC, from the time of the Neo-Assyrian kings Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal, and are generally messages from the goddess Ishtar. As at Mari, Neo-Assyrian tablets of considerable size could contain collections of oracles by a variety of prophets and prophetesses.24 In this manner the tradition of the twelve Minor Prophets in the Old Testament may be understood as having been collected and written on a single scroll.

Egypt 

In Egypt as well in the early part of the second millennium there are examples of prophecies and the development of mythologies that may have had an affect on later West Semitic religious beliefs. The Instruction of Merikare from about 2000 BC includes texts where the author twice mentions prophecies from before his time. This concept of future prediction also occurs in the rubric, “what the ancestors foretold,” as found in the Admonitions of Ipuwer.

Of the many Egyptian deities, Osiris had one of the most profound influences on the West Semitic world and its heritage. The major sources are attested as early as the third-millennium BC Pyramid Texts and recur in the second-millennium Great Hymn to Osiris and later in Plutarch’s (c. 100 AD) De Iside et Osiride.25 At Abydos there took place the Great Procession where a statue of the god went forth from his temple, stayed overnight in a necropolis, and returned to his temple the next day amid great celebration. In or near December there was another festival, comprising a funeral for Osiris followed a week later by the erection of a Djed pillar symbolizing resurrection. Associated with these events are “Osiris gardens” where sprouting grain symbolized resurrection. The idea of a resurrected god occurs in litanies in the Pyramid Texts. There Osiris is repeatedly called on to “raise yourself.” In the myths, however, Osiris does not himself function as a dying and rising god. He does not return from the dead. Osiris remains in the netherworld where he rises and lives again. He comes alive on earth in the form of his son, Horus.

Finally, a survey of early second-millennium Egypt and its potential for religious influence on West Semites and the Israelite people should include the site of Tell el-Dab’a in the eastern Nile Delta. This city has been identified with the Hyksos capital of Avaris.26 Through the Middle Bronze Age it was a fortified city whose material culture was closer in style to Canaanite than to Egyptian. In the Middle Bronze IIB (c. 1750–c. 1550 BC) layers, dating to the eighteenth century BC, a Canaanite-style temple with a long axis was discovered. It was divided into three rooms with a recessed niche—the most holy place—in the rear wall of the third room. At a size of 70 by 105 feet, it is the largest Canaanite temple ever discovered. Seventy feet from the main entrance was a sacrificial altar and a location for one or two trees. The acorns on the altar suggest that the remaining tree pits originally contained evergreen oaks transplanted from Canaan as sacred trees.27 The altar, the niche, the three-roomed sanctuary, and the trees all form antecedents to later temples, sacred trees, and other cultic practices in ancient Israel and its neighbors.

Late Bronze Age Archives 

Egypt 

Egyptian religious practices that can be related to later West Semitic forms are found in the second half of the second millennium. The Cairo Hymn to Amun in Egypt (c. 1500/1400 BC) portrays Amun as the sole deity before he created the other deities. Much closer to the belief in a single, unique god is the teaching of Akhenaten. For this fourteenth-century BC pharaoh, the worship of Aten alone was necessary. His family, who lived in their newly built capital (modern Tell el-Amarna), joined him in the worship of Aten. Although this theology was promoted, it never seems to have replaced the worship of other deities throughout Egypt in general. A counterrevolution led to the abandonment of Amarna and the return of the royal family to Thebes. Subsequently, in the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries Egyptian theologians considered Amun as the one god and all other deities as manifestations. In one popular Egyptian story of the time (Apophis and Seqenenre), the Hyksos are imagined to have worshiped Seth alone.28
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Fig. 4. Amarna Tablet (Courtesy of Chris Miller)

Prophecy also continued, not only in Egypt but also in cities along the Levantine coast. In the eleventh century BC the Egyptian Wenamun visited the city of Byblos and its royal court. He wished to obtain timber for the sacred bark boat of the god Amon. At Byblos, a member of the court became possessed during a religious rite and ecstatically ordered that they should listen to Wenamun:29

Now when he offered to his gods, the god (Amon) seized a great seer from among his great seers, and he caused him to be in an ecstatic state, and he said to him: “Bring up the god! Bring the messenger who bears him! It is Amon who has sent him. He is the one who has caused that he come.”

Also discovered in Egypt at the site of Amarna are more than three hundred pieces of royal correspondence between the pharaoh and the princes of towns throughout Canaan. Most of these affirm loyalty to the pharaoh and request his military assistance against enemies. Dating from the middle of the fourteenth century BC, this correspondence provides the earliest substantial written evidence from many of the towns that the Bible associated with Israel in the subsequent centuries. For the most part this correspondence from Canaan includes reference only to the storm god, called either Hadad or Baal, and to the sun god.30 The former is mentioned only six times in letters from northern Canaan, while the latter is the title consistently applied to pharaoh. Why are no other deities mentioned when a variety of deities are found in the correspondence from other countries, including Egypt, and also from Byblos (farther to the north)? Four reasons present themselves as possibilities. First, the Canaanite rulers’ subservience to pharaoh prevented them from invoking their own non-Egyptian deities. Second, the pharaoh himself is ascribed deity and thus there may have been a reluctance to allow any other god or goddess to rival him. Third, the local priesthoods may not have been involved in the politics as represented in these letters. Finally, we may also imagine that in the smaller and mostly inland population centers of this region fewer deities were named and worshiped than at an international trading center and much larger coastal city such as Ugarit (see below). This also explains the relatively few names for gods and goddesses among the traditions preserved from early Israel in Canaan, as found for example in Joshua, Judges, and 1 and 2 Samuel.

Even so, there are a number of deities’ names in inscriptions of Middle Bronze Age and Late Bronze Age Canaan. A fifteenth-century BC cuneiform letter from Taanach mentions Baal as a deity. A twelfth-century BC inscription, found at Qubur el-Walayadah, located about six miles southeast of Gaza, contains a personal name with the divine name El ([image: s15]“Where is El?”). [image: s16]occurs in a brief inscription from Bronze Age Lachish, as does [image: s17]“the god of the father,” and [image: s18]“lady.”31 The Semitic name of the goddess [image: s19] appears in a thirteenth-century BC inscription from the same site.32

Byblos, a city whose ruins may still be seen on the Mediterranean coast of Lebanon, presents something of a different case. More Amarna letters originated from the leader of Byblos than any other single source. In them there is a preponderance of references to the deity, “the Lady of Byblos.”33 However, twice there are references to a male deity, once as “my living god” and another as “my DA.MU.”34 This may be a male counterpart of the Lady of Byblos. Tryggve Mettinger relates this to a deity known as Damu.35 By the tenth century BC, as suggested by inscriptions in and near Byblos,36 has Damu become known as Baal of Byblos and as “lord,” an epithet spelled exactly the same as the divine name Adon (found, e.g., in Josh. 3:11)? Mettinger argues that DA.MU was a logographic writing that represented the god Adon.37 He notes the connection of Damu and Dumuzi in some Sumerian hymns, and the role of Damu as a dying and rising vegetation deity (identified with the Sumerian deity Ningishzida). He finds a possible syncretism already in the early second-millennium Old Babylonian period, and argues that the association of Damu and Dumuzi is in “good harmony” with the evidence.38 If so, this explains the association of grain with Dumuzi, who otherwise appears in the early myths only as a shepherd. Further, third-millennium BC (and later) pyramid texts from Egypt identify a deity in the hinterland of Byblos as “the Living One.” This appellation could fit Baal and it might anticipate the dying and rising Adonis known in Byblos during Phoenician times.39 These connections share a certain quality of speculation but they exemplify both the frustratingly sparse nature of the evidence and the intriguing possibilities of diverse attestations and their connections.

In Israel itself, the town of Shechem may have had a pantheon similar to other Canaanite cities. In one of the fourteenth-century BC Amarna letters from Labaya, Shechem’s leader, he mentions “my god” in relation to his father. In EA 252 lines 28–31 there are two parallel lines that suggest this connection, framed by a promise to guard those who attacked what belonged to Labaya:

I will indeed guard
 the men who captured the town and my god, 
the plunderers of my father.

And I will indeed guard them!


Letter from the Leader of Shechem to the Pharaoh about His Ancestral God 

Address the king my lord:

A message from Labaya, your servant:

I fall at the feet of the king, my lord. You wrote to me, “Protect the men who captured the town.” But how can I protect the men? The town was captured during a battle. While I was swearing peace, an officer was swearing with me. Then the town and my god were captured. I have been slandered before the king my lord. Now, when an ant is swatted, does it not fight back, and bite the hand of the man who swats it? How then can I show fear nowadays? Another town of mine will be seized! Now, you may go on to say, “Fall under them so that they might attack you.” I would do this. Indeed, I will guard the men who captured the town and my god, the plunderers of my father. I will indeed guard them!

EA 252; c. 1350 BC from Amarna. Translation by author, modified from Hess (1993b).



Could this suggest veneration of an ancestral deity?40 If so, it is the earliest extrabiblical and textual indication of ancestor reverence or worship in what would become Israel itself. Figurines and cuneiform texts discovered at Shechem suggest tentatively that the Baal berith, “lord of the covenant,” mentioned in Judges was an epithet of a god El Berit who functioned as a divine witness of treaties and covenants made on behalf of the city throughout the Late Bronze Age and into the early Iron Age.41

Ugarit 

North of Byblos lay the site of Ugarit on the Mediterranean coast of Syria. Ugarit has been excavated since 1929.42 The excavations have revealed a vast metropolis of the Late Bronze Age. The site has also yielded many hundreds of alphabetic and syllabic cuneiform texts from the thirteenth century BC, including many with religious significance.43 Although Ugarit was situated near Canaan, it did not identify itself or the inhabitants of its kingdom as Canaanite. Nevertheless it was West Semitic in language and culture and its texts contain mythological and cultic information that is closely related to that of Canaan. Cautions against equating Ugaritic religion with Canaanite religion in the Bible must be made. However, there remains a common West Semitic heritage to Ugarit and the Bible.44

ARCHAEOLOGY

The site of Ugarit (modern Ras Shamra) includes two main temples on the acropolis. Although disputed by some, this temple identification is based on stelae naming Baal and Dagan that were found in or near them. It is thought that the western temple belongs to Baal and the eastern one belongs to Dagan, although it should be noted that Dagan does not otherwise appear to play a significant role at the site or in the texts. Each temple had a courtyard, a vestibule in front of the sanctuary approached by a large staircase, and an inner room with a stone platform.45 The sea was visible from the Baal temple. Stone anchors discovered there attest to a marine association to the temple and to Baal.46 In particular, Baal Zaphon was associated with Mount Zaphon to the north of Ugarit and identified with a ship and with maritime activities.47 The name of this mountain is remembered in Psalm 48:2 [Heb. 3] where it is compared with Mount Zion. Literally, “Mount Zion the farthest reaches of Zaphon,” [image: s20]

A comprehensive picture of the archaeology of the religion at Ugarit is not possible in a volume devoted to the study of Israelite religion. Suffice it to say that the temple architecture and many of the small finds such as stelae, ivories, cult stands, votive anchors, ceremonial adzeheads, and other objects found in the “rhyton sanctuary” and at other locations at Ugarit anticipate the same sort of cultic paraphernalia found in Iron Age Israel of the monarchic period.

MYTHOLOGY OF GODS AND GODDESSES

In addition to the archaeological data already mentioned, the majority of sources for the study of religion at Ugarit occur in a variety of texts.

Best known are the mythological tablets. Myths include those concerning Baal (who builds a house or temple), Aqhat (where the king Danilu seeks a son, Aqhat), and Keret (where Keret seeks a son).48 Comparing the story of Keret with the above temples, it is significant to note that King Keret is commanded to wash himself, take offerings, ascend to the top of the tower, go up to the crest of the wall, lift his hands to heaven, and sacrifice to his father Bull El.49

In addition to myths, there are myth and ritual texts (as for example the account of the birth of the gracious gods [KTU 1.23]), god lists, ritual instructions (first of the wine [New Year’s?] festival; and the description of a deity visiting a royal palace, perhaps in a royal procession),50 personal name lists (with divine names forming part of the personal names), correspondence (with divine blessings), and omen and magic texts.

Del Olmo Lete finds that statistically, in terms of their occurrences in various literary genres, the principal gods of the cultic-sacrificial pantheon of Ugarit as based on those receiving the most offerings are:51

1. il52 (El)

2. [image: s21] (Baal and Addu)

3. [image: s22] (Anat)

4. [image: s23] (Reshep)

5. [image: s24] (Yarih)

6. [image: s26]

7. [image: s27] (Athtar)

8. [image: s28]

9. [image: s29] (Shapshu)

10. [image: s30] (Shalim)

11. [image: s31] ilm

12. [image: s32] bhtm

13. [image: s33] (Ashtart)

14. [image: s34]

15. [image: s35] (Asherah)

16. pdry

17. [image: s36]

By one count, there are 240 divine names and epithets found at Ugarit, with influences from Amorite, Hurrian, Hittite, and Sumero-Akkadian sources (though none from Egypt).53 As is apparent from the chart above, some of the more important deities who also are often mentioned in the Bible are described here.

El is the chief Ugaritic god and he resembles the biblical Yahweh in that he is described as an aged, wise creator possessing a court (called the “sons of God”) and a dwelling at the source of rivers.54 No other god begets gods except El. However, El is not the same as Yahweh. John Day points out that Yahweh’s fierce anger and storm theophany preclude a simple identification with wholly benevolent El.55 El was amalgamated with Yahweh, as can be seen in his aged status, his wisdom, his role as creator and healer, his appearance in visions and dreams, his leadership of the divine assembly, and his qualities of mercy and compassion.56 El may well have been the high god in the first half of the second millennium who was overtaken in importance by Addu (Hadad) the weather god during the middle of the millennium.57

Athirat, biblical Asherah,58 is El’s consort at Ugarit but she becomes Baal’s consort in the Bible.59 Is this a deliberate polemic by the biblical writers?60 Her identification with biblical Asherah is supported by the role of Ugarit’s Athirat as mother of the gods at Ugarit and the Bible’s Asherah as mentioned alongside the host of heaven, which may be compared to the sons of God.61 Asherah appears in the Bible in 1 Kings 18 and elsewhere.62 Following the lead of other scholars, attempts have been made to banish the goddess from the Bible by arguing that the deity was written back into the text by the Deuteronomists.63 However, this defeats their purpose since these scribes sought to eliminate other deities as possible rivals to Yahweh.64 Others have found Asherah in the Bible where she is not explicitly mentioned. For example, Whitt (1992) has argued that Yahweh’s wife, whom he divorces in Hosea 2, is Asherah. However, J. Schmitt (1995, 123) has noted the improbability of this: “one wonders about the effectiveness of a prophet whose god is intolerant of any other deity yet is a god who recognizes a goddess and sends her away.” Israel, and no one else, remains the explicit wife of Yahweh in this and other biblical texts. Athirat at Ugarit has the epithet ym (“Sea”) that associates her with this body of water and with the god Yamm who embodies its power.

The deities Athirat/Asherah and Astarte, distinct in some contexts, are sometimes identified with each other. Thus the names interchange in the Bible and in West Semitic culture.65 Astarte’s epithet, “name of Baal,” suggests that Astarte is the consort of Baal.66 Pardee identifies Astarte in a Ugaritic poetic text where she appears (with her Ugaritic name [image: s37]) in parallel with [image: s38](“lion[ness]”), demonstrating an association of the goddess with feline imagery.67

Baal is associated with the sky. He is the main character in the largest of the Ugaritic myths, a lengthy “cycle” of poetic narratives. In the story, Baal (a) battles the Sea (Yamm) and wins [KTU 1.2], (b) builds his temple/ palace [KTU 1.3–4], and (c) loses to Death (Mot).68 Then he appears alive, back from the dead.69 Each of these events, as described in the Baal cycle, contains significant parallels with biblical phrases, themes, and ideas. Thus Baal’s conflict with Yamm compares with Yahweh’s conflict with the sea (Hebrew yam). His victory over the sea, like that of Baal, is associated with his kingship and with creation.70

Baal follows his victory with the construction of his house or temple. Yahweh’s temple is described subsequent to his victory at the sea (Exod. 15:17–18). Baal dwells on Mount Zaphon, a mountain of “utmost heights” similar to the abode of Yahweh in Psalm 48:2 [Heb. 3] and Isaiah 14:13. Baal’s death may be compared to the mourning for Hadad (another name for Baal) in Zechariah 12:11. Baal’s slumber in the ninth-century BC taunt by Elijah (1 Kings 18:27) may also refer to his death. There is also the eighth-century BC polemic of Hosea that Israel died because of Baal but will be resurrected (Hosea 13:1). While some of the imagery of Hosea 5 and 6, and 13 and 14, may be taken over from the dying and rising fertility god Baal,71 the death of Baal in the Ugaritic mythology may reflect something distinctive to Ugaritic society and especially its royalty.72 However, Baal’s subordination to the chief god El and his apparent death in the underworld are not compatible with Yahweh.73 As a dying and returning god, Baal at Ugarit evolves from a generic storm god to one who descends to the netherworld and comes back. This development of Baal’s role was aided by his absorption of themes from Dumuzi, the dying and rising vegetation deity from Mesopotamia.74

Anat may be the consort of Baal, at least according to some texts.75 There was also a Ben Anath, son of mrœ and father of Zakarbaal, who belonged to the dynasty of Amurru and whose name appears on several arrowheads from eleventh-century BC [image: s39] inland in Lebanon.76 Alternatively, Ben Anath may refer to an honorific military title or to a class of warriors.77 At Ugarit, Anat can appear as an unattached female with an uncontrollable passion and intensity.78 Anat occurs later in Phoenician and also in Egyptian Aramaic (including late fifth-century BC Elephantine), but not in monarchic Israelite texts other than in place names, such as Jeremiah’s hometown of Anathoth. For some scholars, Anat’s wars (KTU 1.3 II 3–30) suggest similarities with Yahweh’s wars: a mountain venue, potentially universal scope, heaps of corpses and skulls, a metaphor of a harvest, feeding on captives, drinking the blood of the defeated, wading in blood, drunkenness, and laughter.79 In Egypt, Anat and Astarte are described as a shield to Ramesses III, a pharaoh in the twelfth century BC.

Shapshu is the sun goddess. Hebrew shemesh [image: s40] “sun” is both masculine and feminine in gender. At Ugarit, the sun goddess Shapshu serves as El’s special messenger.80 In Psalm 84:9–11 Yahweh is a sun and a shield. As with the sun, the verb zr[image: s41] “rise” is also applied to Yahweh (Deut. 33:2; Isa. 60:1). Israelite personal names contain elements such as [image: s42]“dawn” and n(w)r “light.”81 Solar worship and its accoutrements are criticized in Ezekiel 8:16; 2 Kings 23:5, 11; and Job 31:26–28. The combination of storm and solar imagery as applied to Yahweh occurs in Ezekiel 43:2 and Psalm 50:1–3.82 For the sun and kingship see 2 Samuel 23:3–4 and Psalm 72:1–6. These form a verbal picture of the winged sun disk that comes to symbolize the Judean monarchy in the iconography of seals and seal impressions in the late eighth century BC and later.

Mot is the underworld god of the dead who is described as strong and as swallowing the dead with his throat.83 The similar Hebrew word for “death” (mwt) is also described as strong in the Bible (Song 8:6).84 Like Mot, Sheol as the place of the dead is pictured as swallowing its victims (Isa. 5:14; Hab. 2:5).

Resheph is god of plague and pestilence. His arrows bring plague and pestilence and he is equated at Ugarit with the plague god Nergal.85 Compare Habakkuk 3:5 and Psalm 78:50 where pestilence and plague (rešep) accompany Yahweh.

Molech is an underworld deity (Isa. 57:9). On the basis of the word mlk in Phoenician texts, Eissfeldt argued that this was a sacrifice, often a human sacrifice. Heider (1985) and Day (1989) have persuasively argued for the existence of a deity, Molech, as attested in the Bible. An eighth-century inscription from Incirli, Turkey, seems to mention Molech. Zuckerman and Kaufman write of it: “Of particular importance . . . is the detailed discussion of the use of mulk-sacrifices of sheep, horses, and—if we read correctly—first-born humans in the process of war, and the gods’ reactions to those sacrifices.” 86Mlk-sacrifices were offered to [image: s43](Baal Hamon) and tnt (Tanit) in the western Mediterranean at Hadrametum, Constantine, Guelma, and Malta.87 The offering of children to an underworld deity was remembered in Classical times. Diodorus Siculus (Library of History XX 14.4–7) notes that Kronos received child sacrifices at Carthage. Cretans sent their firstborn to be sacrificed at Delphi (Plutarch, Theseus 16). The story of the Minotaur with the head of a bull may have this tradition of human sacrifice behind it. Youths were sent to their deaths in Crete. Precincts for child sacrifice have been found at Carthage, Sicily, and Sardinia. In the fourth and third centuries BC, Carthage’s precinct contained about 20,000 urns of which 88 percent contained child sacrifices, a number that had increased from earlier times. Despite some scholarly rebuttal, the presence of evidence for child sacrifice is substantial.88 Both the Pozo Moro monument from Iron Age Spain (c. 1200–600 BC) and the depiction of Pharaoh Mernep-tah’s 1209 BC siege of Ashkelon, located along the Mediterranean coast in southern Israel, may portray this phenomenon.

Dagan, although not possessing any significant role in the religious texts of Ugarit, does occupy an important status as lord of the grain at thirteenth-century BC Emar.89 He is also mentioned in the Bible as a god worshiped by the Philistines and he appears in the place name, Beth-Dagan (also Beth-Dagon), at sites in Judah and in Asher.

Isaiah 14:12–15, along with Ezekiel 28:12–19 and Job 15:7–8, alludes to a story whose roots or themes may lie in Baal mythology in which Athtar seeks but fails to occupy Baal’s throne.90 This episode occurs in the Baal cycle at the point where Baal has been killed by Mot and his throne sits empty. When Athtar tries to sit on the throne, however, his feet do not reach the floor and so he cannot occupy it. Its application to historical kings in the prophetic texts indicts them for hubris.

Astarte, along with Anat, was a consort of Baal. According to 1 Samuel 31:10, Saul’s armor was deposited in a temple of Ashtaroth.91 Otherwise, Ashtaroth occurs with Baal(s) in the Bible in early historical traditions (Judg. 10:6; 1 Sam. 7:4; 12:10).

In the god lists there is a god named šmn who may be Eshmun.92 He is associated with the Baal gods but distinguished from Baal.93

A useful perspective on the organization of these and the other deities at Ugarit is provided by Mark Smith.94 He argues that there are four tiers of deities: the highest level occupied by El and his consort Athirat/Asherah; the second level by their children, the divine assembly or “the seventy sons of Athirat”;95 the third level by craftsmen and trader deities such as Kothar-wa-Hasis; and the fourth level by minor deities such as messenger gods. He compares these with the strata of Ugaritic society and with the biblical Yahweh ruling in his heavenly court in 1 Kings 22:19–23, Isaiah 6, and Daniel 7.96 On the basis of the extrabibli-cal evidence as well as indications of Asherah worship in the Jerusalem temple (2 Kings 17:16), Smith argues that Asherah was Yahweh’s consort. Using Psalm 82 and the Septuagint of Deuteronomy 32:8–9, Smith and Day conclude that Yahweh was at some time assigned to be chief deity in the pantheon and that the other gods were a second tier of divinity. In this scenario, originally El, not Yahweh, was chief deity.97 Only with the collapse of the first and second tiers in Israelite religion did Yahweh become identified with El. The remaining deities were demoted to the status of “angels.” Smith suggests that the first two levels are systematized as a family.98 On the lower two levels, the gatekeepers and messengers are male while the domestic servants are female. The divine family is modeled on the royal household. Yahweh in the Bible may also have been the head of a divine family, although the present text of the Bible recognizes no additional family or middle “tiers.”

Indeed, the view that this was ever a biblical model is without evidence. It rather appears to be an example of a well-developed polytheism. At Ugarit the family model provided a conceptual unity of polytheism.99 In the Bible, texts such as Isaiah 9:6 [Heb. 5] and Psalms 45:6 [Heb. 7] associate divine titles with Davidic royalty.100 This may suggest that the model was known from other cultures and that it was also used as a basis for court society at Ugarit. However, it does not seem to have enjoyed acceptance in the attested religion of Israel.101 Nor was it the case that the society of Israel was modeled on that of a much larger and more cosmopolitan coastal city such as Ugarit. If any of the Late Bronze Age city-state archives have a society that may be compared to Israel’s, it is the inland West Semitic city of Emar, as described below.

RITUALS102

Ritual texts have their own vocabulary at Ugarit, as in the Bible and throughout the ancient Near East. Baruch Levine (1993a) compares Israelite burnt offerings [image: s44] and peace or fellowship offerings [image: s45] with Ugaritic and Akkadian sacrifices of similar names. At Ugarit these two sacrifices were the two basic types where officiants and people ate of the victim.103 The former, the burnt offering (šrp), was used to attract the deity to the temple, while the latter (šlmm) functioned as a gift of greeting that the worshiper presented in the courtyard of the temple. Similarly, the first offering in Leviticus (1:3–17) is the burnt offering. Perhaps it introduced the worshiper and God, although the text suggests a variety of other functions, including atonement. The fellowship offering (Lev. 3; 7:11–21) is an offering of gratitude to God. The comparison of Ugaritic with biblical sacrifices requires caution. For example, the two Ugaritic sacrifices often occur together. However, the first is not the equivalent of the biblical burnt offering since it is not entirely consumed. Both officiants and offerers ate from these sacrifices. The burnt offering may be closer to the Ugaritic ur(m).

Day and Smith summarize other names for sacrifices at Ugarit that also appear in Hebrew, including zeba. “sacrifice” (Ugaritic [image: s46]), [image: s47](the annual offering), neder (offering of a vow), [image: s48](tribute offering), [image: s49](burnt offering), and [image: s50]“elevation offering” (Ugaritic  šnpt, although the nature of the sacrifice described by this term at Ugarit is not clear).104


The Baal Cycle: Baal and Yamm 

The word had not yet left his mouth,
 From his lips the matter,
 And she gave forth her voice, 
“May he sink beneath the throne of Prince Yamm.”

Kothar-wa-Hasis responds:
“Indeed I address you, Prince Baal, 
I repeat, O Cloudrider.

Now, your enemy, O Baal,
 Now, your enemy you smite, 
Now, you destroy your adversary.

Take your eternal rule,
 Your everlasting sovereignty.”

Kothar forms the maces,
 And he proclaims their names.
“You shall have the name Yagarrish.
Yagarrish, drive out Yamm.
Drive out Yamm from his chair.
Nahar from the throne of his sovereignty.

May you leap from the hand of Baal,
 Like a bird of prey from his fingers.
Hit the shoulder of Prince Yamm,
 Between the hands of Judge River.”

The mace leaps from the hand of Baal,
 Like a bird of prey from his fingers.
It hits the shoulder of Prince Yamm,
 Between the hands of Judge River.

Yamm is strong, he does not fall,
 His joints do not buckle,
 His form does not break up.

Kothar forms the maces,
 And he proclaims their names.
“You shall have the name Ayyamurru,
 Ayyamurru, remove Yamm,
 Remove Yamm from his chair,
 Nahar from the throne of his sovereignty.

May you leap from the hand of Baal, 
Like a bird of prey from his fingers.
Hit the skull of Prince Yamm,
 Between the eyes of Judge River, 
May Yamm collapse and fall to the ground.”

The mace leaps from the hand of Baal,
 Like a bird of prey from his fingers.
It hits the skull of Prince Yamm, 
Between the eyes of Judge River, 
Yamm collapses and falls to the ground.
His joints buckle,
 And his form breaks up.

Baal drags and sets upon Yamm, 
He finishes off Judge River.

KTU 1.2 IV lines 6–27; Fourteenth/Thirteenth Century BC from Ugarit. Translation by author. See Mark S. Smith, “The Baal Cycle,” pp. 81–180 in Ugaritic Narrative Poetry. Edited by S. B. Parker. Vol. 9 of SBL Writings from the Ancient World. Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997. See pp. 102–4 for transliteration, another translation, and notes.



The liturgies of the Ugaritic texts were arranged according to time, space, and type of rite.105 Sacrificial liturgies most often include a list of offerings specifying the divine recipients. They sometimes provide details about where the offering is given and when it is given.106

The biblical tradition has assigned a theological significance to the sacrifices. Foremost among these is that of atonement. Studies of the Ugaritic texts have also led to suggestions of theological significance there. De Moor and Sanders (1991) have argued that evidence from Ugaritic texts demonstrates that Canaanite culture preserved ideas about personal, moral, and religious guilt for sin. Expiation could be obtained from the divine world through animal sacrifices. They cite one text in particular that defines the offering of animals such as a ram and a he-ass. Part of the ritual involves the recitation of sins and includes the following:107

whether your sin:
be it in your anger, 
be it in your impatience,
 be it in some turpitude that you should commit;
 whether you sin:
as concerns the sacrifices
 or as concerns the [image: s51]sacrifice.
The sacrifice, it is sacrificed, 
the [image: s51]sacrifice, it is offered, 
the slaughtering is done.
May it be borne to the father of the sons of [image: j1].

This text comes from the ritual of atonement at Ugarit. KTU 1.40 (with duplicates) repeats this passage six times with minor variations as different sacrifices are made. Wyatt (1998, 342) likens this ritual to the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16) in Israel and observes that it offers a rare glimpse into ethical concerns at Ugarit.

Del Olmo Lete (1999a, 157–58) notes that three categories of sin are discussed, of which the second and third are mentioned in the above quote. The first type refers to following the customs or mores of other peoples and mentions what appear to be seven people groups [image: j2] Didmian, Hurrian, Hittite, Alashian, [image: j3] and QRZBL), similar to what are traditionally the seven nations of Canaan that Israel must completely remove from the promised land.108 The second type of sin involves personal morality: anger, impatience,109 and immorality. The third group involves cultic sins.

Funeral liturgies are known in the mythological texts, with lamentation, rites, and curse formulas for disturbing the dead. Such rites and lamentations are modeled in the following excerpt from a mythological text:110

Then the Kindly One, Ilu, the Benign,
 came down from the throne, sat on the footstool, 
and leaving the footstool, sat on the ground;

he sprinkled ash of affliction on his head, 
dust of humiliation on his skull,
 for clothing he covered himself with a ritual tunic;

 (his) skin with a stone (knife) he gashed, 
the two tresses with a razor,
 he lacerated (his) cheeks and chin;

 harrowed the bone of his arm, 
ploughed like a garden his chest,
 like a valley harrowed his back.

He raised his voice and exclaimed:
“[image: s52]is dead! What will happen to the people?
The son of [image: s53] What will happen to the multitude?
After [image: s52]I shall go down to the ‘earth.’ ”

Cutting one’s hair and lacerating oneself are forbidden in the Bible as mourning rituals (Lev. 19:27–28, 21:5), although it did take place as a sign of mourning.111

Kings, when they died, became rpum, associated with the biblical Rephaim.112 At Ugarit, rpum and the mlkm are terms for the dead. There probably was no widespread mortuary cult but there certainly was a connection with the dead.113 For the dead kings at least, there are maintenance offerings and rituals.114

Ilib “god of the fathers” is a term that appears at Ugarit and is thought by many to refer to divinized ancestors. Others identify these with deities who are personal and family gods. This is based on the corresponding use of this term in Mesopotamian texts, as well as its comparison with Hurrian usage in cultic texts and god lists.115 The evidence seems to come from KTU 1.116 lines 10ff., where the Hurrian term for a type of deity appears in conjunction with “the gods of the fathers,” and introduces a list of deities to whom sacrifices are made. Nevertheless, these could just as easily be ancestors recognized as deities. A Ugaritic king list (KTU 1.113), similar to the already mentioned king list from Ebla, precedes the royal names of dead kings with il “god,” probably indicating that the kings had become divine.116

PRAYERS

KTU 1.119 provides the only example of a prayer to Baal. It appears at the end of the ritual tablet Ras Shamra 24.266, where the king performs a sequence of rituals in the month of Iba‘latu (December/January, immediately following the winter solstice). The prayer begins on the verso, line 27. The top of the verso is broken but what remains of it here will be cited (lines 20–35), following the translation of Pardee:117

. . .
On the fourth day: birds.

On the fifth day: birds and a liver and a ram as a burnt offering for 
[image: s52]of Ugarit in the temple.

On the seventh day: you shall bring the purifiers near.

When the sun sets, the king will be free (of further 2cultic 
obligations).

Behold the oil of well-being of [image: s52], libation-offering for the 
benefit of the [image: s54], of the best quality.

When a strong foe attacks your gate, a warrior your walls,

 You shall lift your eyes to [image: s52]and say:

O [image: s52], if you drive the strong one from our gate, the warrior from our walls,

 A bull, O [image: s52], we shall sanctify,
a vow, O [image: s52], we shall fulfill;
 a firstborn, O [image: s52], we shall sanctify,
 a htp-offering, O [image: s52], we shall fulfill,
a feast, O [image: s52], we shall offer;
To the sanctuary, O [image: s52], we shall ascend,
that path, O [image: s52], we shall take.
And [image: s52]will hear your prayer:
He will drive the strong foe from your gate, 
the warrior from your walls.

Del Olmo Lete (1999a, 306) comments on this text:

This cultic Ugaritic prayer, which has all the meaning of an “oracle of salvation” and, more specifically, is testimony to a “salvation history” in which [image: s52]appears no longer as the god of fertility but as lord of history and its transformations, shows us one religious activity of the Canaanite world, i.e., prayer, which undoubtedly was more common than the extant texts suggest.

KTU 1.123 (Ras Shamra 24.271) is a prayer in which the petitioner appeals to a variety of deities for well-being (šlm).

KTU 1.124 (Ras Shamra 24.272) is a consultation on behalf of a sick child of the king. The king consults Ditanu the founder of the dynasty and is given instructions as to what to do so that the child will recover.118

DIVINATION

Divination at Ugarit is found in texts that describe its many forms: royal necromancy, extispicy, astrology (but only one such text, KTU 1.163), teratomancy, incantations (especially against snakebites and demons), and magical prescriptions for illnesses.119

M[image: s55]

Although mention of this event may be found earlier, the [image: s56] festival appears in more detail at Ugarit. Philip Johnston (2002, 182) likens the [image: s56]at Ugarit to Masonic Lodges or Rotary clubs. It was an assembly comprising members from a higher economic class who celebrated a festival with a banquet in honor of a specific deity such as


Ritual for Admittance of the King into the Underworld 

The text concerning the sacrifice for the Shades:

You have called for the Rephaim of the earth.

You have called for the clan of the Di[danites(?)].

Call for ULKN, the Repha.

Call for TRMN, the Repha.

Call for SDN-w-RD[N, the Repha.]

Call for TR.’LLMN, [the Repha.]

Call for the Rephaim of old.

You have called for the Rephaim of the earth.

You have called for the clan of the Dida[nites(?)].

Call for king Ammishtamru.

Call for king Niqmaddu, as well.

Weep, O Seat of Niqmaddu.

May his footstool weep.

May the royal table weep in front of it.

Let it swallow its tears.

Desolation and desolation of desolations.

Give your heat, O Shapshu,

 Give your heat, O Great Light.

High above Shapshu cries out:

After your lord, from the throne,

After your lord, to the earth, descend.

To the earth, descend. Go beneath the dust,

 Beneath SDN-w-RDN,

 Beneath [image: j4]

 Beneath the Rephaim of old,

 Beneath king Ammishtamru,

 Beneath king Niqmaddu, as well.

Once and (offer?) a noble sacrifice,

 Twice and (offer?) a noble sacrifice,

 Three times and (offer?) a noble sacrifice,

Four times and (offer?) a noble sacrifice,

 Five times and (offer?) a noble sacrifice,

 Six times and (offer?) a noble sacrifice,

 Seven times and (offer?) a noble sacrifice,

 Present a bird of well-being,

Well-being for Ammurapi and well-being for his household,

 Well-being for Tharriyelli and well-being for her household,

 Well-being for Ugarit and well-being for its gates.

KTU 1.161 lines 1–34; c. 1200 BC from Ugarit. Translation by author; see Pardee (2002, 85–88, 113–15) for the transliteration, another translation, and notes on the text. For additional translation and notes, see also Baruch A. Levine, Jean-Michel de Tarragon, and Anne Robertson, The Patrons of the Ugaritic Dynasty (KTU 1.161) (1.105). in Canonical Compositions from the Biblical World. Vol. I of The Context of Scripture. Edited by W. W. Hallo and K. L. Younger Jr. Leiden: Brill, 1997.



Anat.120 It had legal sanction, met in cities and villages, met for drinking, could involve substantial money including the leasing of houses and vineyards, possessed a defined membership, continued for generations, and could have a patron deity.121 No text specifies a cultic or funerary connection. However, in the Ugaritic myths the god El holds a [image: s56] , which includes a drinking banquet, until he collapses in drunkenness (KTU 1.114 15). Rephaim texts mention the mrz‘, a variant of the customary spelling of [image: j5], where either El or Dan’el invites the Rephaim to “my [image: s56]” as well as “my house” and “my palace.”122

An important ritual text (KTU 1.161) mentions the Rephaim (rpum) and the dead king (mlk). The text is associated with Ugarit’s king Am-murapi, who performs a ritual on behalf of kings who preceded him. As with other such king lists of the ancient Near East, the connection with deceased predecessors on the throne is a means of establishing legitimacy for the king.123

CULTIC FUNCTIONARIES

The cultic functionaries124 included a variety of titled figures who were also found with similar names in the Bible. The priest occurs at Ugarit (KTU 4.29 1; 4.38 1; 4.68 72) and in the Bible ([image: j6], 2 Kings 10:19). The servants who work at the temple and cultic sites at Ugarit are the ytnm (KTU 4.93 1) and in Israel they are the [image: j7].125 Those dedicated to the temple and its deity include the [image: j8] in both Israel and Ugarit.126 The Ugaritic “chief of priests” (rb khnm, KTU 1.6 VI 55–56) may correspond to the biblical high priest.127 The holy site of the tent of meeting formed a sanctuary for both cultures.128

Emar 

Emar was a city that flourished in the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries BC in northern Syria.129 It was controlled by the Hittite empire from the time of Mursilis II in the late fourteenth century but the personal names of the citizens reflect strong West Semitic and Hurrian cultural influences and probable ethnicities. The inland location and pastoral economy of the site, as well as its cultural and chronological proximity to earliest Israel, suggest that the two cultures could have influenced each other. Unlike Ugarit, where many of the mythologies and religious texts were written in an alphabetic script whose consonantal alphabet preserves no vowels,130 the unique collection of West Semitic religious texts from Emar are written in Akkadian, sometimes in multiple copies. These syllabic texts preserve full vocalization. Despite the difficulty of reading the script, more is known for certain about the religious vocabulary in Akkadian than that in Ugaritic. This is because of the thousands of religious texts in the ancient Near East that are written in Akkadian.

TEXTS

There are a number of texts from Emar that date from the thirteenth century BC that describe rituals and festivals.131 These texts are not mythological but cultic. They resemble ritual texts from ancient Israel, especially those in Leviticus 8–10 and 23. Despite the much greater number of religious texts from Ugarit, those found at Emar provide a closer connection in terms of purpose and content to cultic texts that are found in the Pentateuch.132 This is an extremely important point that has not been fully appreciated. It provides a third perspective, in addition to Ugarit and Israel, that is both contemporary and nearby. From this viewpoint one can better evaluate the proposed similarities between Ugarit and Israel. The net effect is to cast doubt on common assumptions about what earliest Israel should have believed and been like. For example, the absence at Emar of many of the Ugaritic mythologies may call into question facile connections between Israelite terms and phrases and those of fully developed mythologies. If they are not found at Emar, perhaps they were not known in Israel either, and perhaps the entire picture of early Israel’s beliefs should be approached more cautiously. At the least, the Emar evidence suggests a greater diversity in West Semitic emphases and practices in the thirteenth century BC than was formerly recognized. Perhaps the greater similarity between the Emar and biblical cultic texts also implies that logically we should begin with Emar before turning to Ugarit, and recognize the former’s priority in comparative religious discussions. Because the Emar texts have not been sufficiently appreciated in terms of their evaluation as part of an overview of the religious practices of Israel, it is worthwhile to examine them at length.133

Before proceeding it is important to observe that the storm god Baal was the chief deity at Emar. This fact is attested both by the following texts and by the temple of Baal at Emar and his cult there, as well as the presence of Baal (and the corresponding Hurrian storm deity, Teššub) in many personal names.134

EMAR 369

Emar 369135 describes the installation of the high priestess of the storm god at Emar. In this ritual the priestess is anointed with oil just as Aaron and the priests are also anointed in Leviticus 8. These are the only two installation rituals in the ancient world where priestly figures are anointed with oil.136 There is also an atypical use of a torch on the final day of the installation, when the priestess goes to meet the god and live in the temple. Compare this with the “strange fire” that Nadab and Abihu offer in Leviticus 10:1–2. Were they participating in a West Semitic ritual that involved the honoring of other deities?137 Thus the anointing text demonstrates the antiquity of obscure elements of the priestly installation rituals of Leviticus 8–10, which bear witness to authentic West Semitic practices in use as early as the Late Bronze Age, but not attested outside the Bible in the first millennium BC.

EMAR 373

Emar’s zukru festival compares with the spring festivals of Passover and Unleavened Bread, as well as other ritual festivals in West Semitic religion of the second millennium BC. There are at least six important points of comparison.

First, both are referred to by the Semitic verbal root zkr, “to speak, remember, invoke” as zukru (Emar) and [image: j9] (Hebrew, Exod. 12:14; Lev. 23:24). The zukru festival is an invocation to the gods with a spoken component no longer preserved. Fleming compares this to Hebrew [image: j10] “giving thanks” and to the biblical Hebrew [image: j11], an offering that remembers God and produces a “fragrance for the direct point of contact between the giver and God.”138

Second, both zukru and Passover festivals require the roasting of a lamb.

Third, in both festivals twilight is a critical time.

Fourth, at Emar this festival constitutes a seven-day sequence in which the climactic event happens on the “powerful” seventh day.139 Compare Mari’s seven-day ritual in Dagan’s temple. At Ugarit, Baal’s precious metals for his palace are placed in the fire for seven days in order to refine them. Keret goes to Udm and besieges that city for seven days. Dan‘el serves Baal and the birth goddesses for two seven-day cycles. Like the biblical feast of Passover and Unleavened Bread, zukru also occurs on the fifteenth day of the first month and lasts for a seven-day cycle in which the first and last days are the most important in terms of activities.

Fifth, all the gods are brought out of the city for the zukru festival, and the populace, who also come out for the zukru festival, is provided with bread and drink. These compare with the banquet of Israel’s elders with God in Exodus 24:9–11 and David’s festival of bringing the ark into Jerusalem and giving food to the people as part of a celebration.140 Passover was also celebrated with special bread and with drink. In addition, it took place as a festival apart from royalty and priesthood. The focus of the celebration was on the family.141


The Consecration of the High Priestess of the Storm God at Emar 

The ritual tablet of the high priestess of Emar’s storm god.

When Emar’s citizens raise the high priestess for the storm god, they take lots from NINURTA’s temple and they seize them before the storm god. The daughter of any Emar citizen may be designated. On that day they take good oil from both the palace and from NINKUR’s temple. They place it on her head. Then they offer a sheep, a jar, and a portion of wine. They give the diviner a shekel of silver. To NINURTA’s temple they return eight dried loaves and one standard vessel, along with the lots. At the time of the shaving ritual’s consecration, they consecrate all the pantheon of Emar by means of bread and beer.

On the second day there is the shaving of the high priestess. An ox and six sheep go to the temple of the storm god. The divine weapon and the priestess walk behind them while the singers walk in front of them. They reach the temple of the storm god and there at the gate of the courtyard they shave the high priestess . . . they make an act of veneration before the storm god. Her father bears the divine weapon as an offering on her behalf. When they finish the great veneration, they give the diviner a shekel of silver. They offer an ox and six sheep to the storm god. They place in front of the gods the ceremonial piece of beef and the ceremonial piece of lamb. They also place in front of the gods seven ration loaves, seven dried loaves, and two dried loaves with fruit. They fill wine goblets. The royal officials who make the consecration, the heralds, seven, and seven hamasha’u(?) men eat and drink at the storm god’s temple. The men of the consecration each receive one ration loaf and one standard serving of barley beer.

The family leader cuts up a sheep at his house. He cooks it while they arrange four tables each with three ration loaves at the gate of the storm god’s temple at the apartment of the high priestess. One table is for the former high priestess. One table is for the high priestess of the town of Shumu. One table is for the lady in charge of security. One table is for the king of Emar. One table is for the king of the town of Shatappu. On each of them they place the lamb meat and a dried loaf containing fruit. They take to each a container of barley beer and a container for receiving the barley beer. To the pantheon of Emar they offer to each one ration loaf, one portion of barley beer, thick bread, cedar oil, and fruit. They divide these among the deities.

Before evening they take the good oil from NINKUR’s temple and from the palace. At the gate of the storm god the diviner pours it on the head of the high priestess. The men responsible for the consecration leave the storm god’s temple. They then bring her into her family home.

Emar 369 lines 1–21 (days one and two); thirteenth century BC from Emar. Translation by author; see Fleming (1992, 10–14) for the transliteration, another translation, and commentary.



The sixth and final point of comparison considers the antiquity of the zukru festival. The mention of the zukru at eighteenth-century BC Mari suggests that this ritual was older and more widespread than thirteenth-century BC Emar. It seems to have involved the chief god of the region where it was practiced.142 The memorial festivals of Passover and Unleavened Bread may thus have West Semitic antecedents. Thus the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread have similarities with the zukru festival at Emar and elsewhere. The similarities in matters of some detail are unlikely to have been coincidental. These imply that the two were not originally separate but, as at Emar, comprised a single unified festival. See the discussion in chapter 7 (pp. 181–82) for the critical arguments over the separate origins of the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread in nomadic and settled societies, respectively. These early sociological analyses fail when confronted with the study of actual societies, in this case of Emar. Thus the arguments and methods of Evans-Pritchard, Geertz, and other sociologists of religion who insist on the need to examine the societies themselves, and not to make generalizations about what tribes and cultures are “supposed to do,” find ready application to the analysis of ancient Israel. Where they can be tested, the generalizations are proved wrong.

Although unrelated to the Passover itself, other elements of the zukru festival assist in understanding the role of particular biblical phenomena. The [image: j12]stones play a key role in the ritual of installing the high priestess of the storm god Baal and have parallels with Hittite and Hebrew standing stones. They resemble the Hebrew [image: j13](plural [image: j14] and the Hittite [image: j15]stones. Individual [image: j12]stones are associated with specific deities. The high priestess (NIN.DINGIR) is anointed and then she anoints the stone representing [image: j16] the storm-god’s divine consort. On the night following the enthronement of the [image: j16]priestess, a [image: j12]stone is set up on the roof and presented with offerings. In the Hittite [image: j17]festival, a stone stele outside the city is visited by the divine image during festivals. Small models of the stone, made of precious metals, are placed in urban sanctuaries. There may be more than two stones.143 Oil and blood are rubbed on the stones. Oil is used in anointing stones elsewhere and may represent purity and pleasure. Fleming suggests concerning the ritual: “The stones are anointed in preparation for the moment of meeting, so that the god himself will inhabit not only the statue but the stones.”144 This is the case in Hittite rituals and Fleming suggests it may also occur at the Emar zukru. The only other example of anointing with both blood and oil is found in the installation of the priests in Leviticus 8:30. 145 Compare the biblical references to the use of standing stones. See chapter 7 below.


The Zukru Festival 

On the second day, on the 15th (of the month) or Shaggar-day, they enact (the festival). They lead forth Dagan lord of the firstborn, NINURTA, Shashabetu of NINURTA’s temple, Belet-ekalli (the divine lady of the palace), the moon and the sun of the palace, the pantheon and the Shashabiyanatu deities. They lead them to the Gate of the Standing Stones . . . of the king, ten lambs of the town [go] before Dagan.

They offer to Dagan . . . a ration of barley bread, a container, a flagon of the king’s wine . . . a container from the temple. For the populace there are . . . a beer jar of the temple. They offer to Shashabetu: . . . two lambs from the town, a beer jar, a flagon of the king’s wine, a ration of barley bread, a container from the temple. They offer to Belet-ekalli, and the moon and the sun of the palace, royal lambs, three larger measures and three rations of barley bread, three jars, and three containers of royal wine.

When they have eaten and drunk, they anoint the standing stones with oil and blood. Before evening, they transport the gods back to the town. They enact the smaller consecration at the Great Battle Gate. For the pantheon they burn a ewe along (presenting) with a jar and two pair of royal barley bread. . . .

On the seventh day, Dagan, the pantheon, and the Shashabiyanatu deities emerge. His (Dagan’s) face is covered. They give the rituals for the gods as on the previous day. The meats, breads, and everything that they have eaten from the previous days they lift up and they . . . in return. Nothing will go up to the town. At the fire . . . they uncover the face of Dagan. Dagan’s wagon passes . . . [standing stone]s. He [goe]s to NINURTA. . . . They perform the rituals as on the previous day.

Emar 373 lines 41–60, 202–9 (days one and seven); thirteenth century BC from Emar. Translation by author; see Fleming (2000b) for the transliteration, another translation, and commentary.



Finally, it may be noted that, in preparatory rites and during the journey to the stones of the zukru festival, Dagan’s face was covered. This hid his glory, something that was revealed only at the center of the zukru and only to the stones; not to people.146 This recalls the hiding of the glory of Moses’ face and its revelation in Exodus 34, as well as the veil in the tabernacle that covered the presence of God.

EMAR 446

Another example of an important ritual text from thirteenth-century BC Emar is Emar 446, a ritual calendar.147 In the ancient Near East, the “new year” is never called that. Instead, it is the “head of the year.” Mesopotamia, Anatolia, and Israel may have recognized two “heads” to their year: one in the spring and the other in the autumn when the seasons changed. The position of the zukru festival during autumn in the month at the head of the year corresponds to other ancient Near Eastern “New Year’s festivals,” and to the Jewish Rosh Hashanah.148

This festival calendar at Emar is unique among any and all known cuneiform texts. However, it may be compared to the Pentateuch ritual calendars, especially Leviticus 23.149 Following are ten comparisons: the first through sixth cover diverse areas of form; the rest cover content.

First, cultic ritual texts from Emar and Ugarit were written in the third person. Leviticus 23 preserves some third-person narrative in at least seventeen of the forty-one verses that constitute the multimonth calendar of Leviticus 23:4–44.150

Second, Emar 446 covers six months of the year. Although there are seven months inclusive from Nisan until Tishri, the Israelite ritual calendar also reflects this interest in one half of the year. In both, the spring and autumn provide the beginning and ending points.

Third, both calendars use the name of the month as the primary means of identifying the month and of organizing the text.

Fourth, for the first and last months, Leviticus 23 identifies the ritual actions that occurred by introducing each one with a phrase that includes the preposition b- (with the sense of “in” or “on”), the number of the day, and the word for “month” (vv. 5, 6, 24, 27, 34, and 39). This parallels most of the rituals on the Emar calendar, as it does other Akkadian and Ugaritic ritual calendars.151 In fact, in Emar 446 many cultic actions were defined by their position in a given month. For example, the biblical Feast of Weeks that occurs in the middle of the calendar resembles the description of the Emar festivals during the month of Anna. In both cases, these are intermediate, occurring between the major festivals at the beginning and the end of the calendar. In both cases, specifics as to the particular day of the month are missing. Therefore, it seems unlikely that a single standard formula can be identified for introducing calendar festivals. The Emar calendar demonstrates that such variation by itself does not prove a later editorial innovation.

Fifth, numerous rituals occur in the first month of the Emar calendar. Several of these occurred on the fifteenth day of the month.152 Lines 8 and 45 of Emar 446 specify this day as the setting for the two rituals that follow. In both rituals the deities’ images were brought forth and there were processions. In both sheep were slaughtered (lines 9–10 and 46). Although the deities are different and the details of the rituals are different, this grouping of festivals on the same day may be compared with the Feast of Booths/Tabernacles as described in Leviticus 23:34–36, 39–43. Both descriptions begin with the same specific date, the fifteenth day of the seventh month. Both descriptions outline a “festival” (Hebrew [image: j18] emphasizing the first and eighth days as times of rest. However, all the other details are different. The term, “feast of booths” [image: j19], occurs only in v. 34. In verse 39 the festival is designated the “feast of Yahweh” [image: j20]. The first description emphasizes doing no work and presenting “fire offerings” to Yahweh. The second description emphasizes resting, the gathering of branches, living in booths, and the remembering of Yahweh’s deliverance from Egypt. Were it not for discussion of this feast elsewhere in the Bible, it could be argued that these are two different feasts that occur simultaneously. The same is true for the Emar text. In both ritual calendars, the differences in various details are matched by parallel periods of time when the feasts were celebrated and by similar general actions during the holy days. In addition to a remarkable parallel of form for these festivals at Emar and Israel, the similarity suggests that a second description of a ritual occurring on the same day or days as the first, and positioned soon after the first description in a text, does not by itself indicate that it is an editorial addition.153 Rather, this practice is now known and attested in more than one multi-month West Semitic ritual calendar.

Sixth, Emar 446 describes a number of feasts in its calendar. Some of these are mentioned in a single line. Others are much longer. For example, one feast of the deity NINURTA during the first month occupies at least nineteen lines (22–40) of text and perhaps more. The same is true of the rituals described in Leviticus 23. The Feast of Trumpets is described in nineteen Hebrew words (vv. 24b–25). However, the description of the Feast of Weeks occupies verses 10–22 and contains 197 words. Again, the size of a ritual description in such a calendar cannot be used to determine its origin as an editorial addition.

The seventh point of comparison notes that both the Emar and the biblical calendars focus on feasts that emphasize grains, whether the planting of them, as at Emar, or their harvest, as found in Israel. At Emar this is clear with respect to Dagan, the first deity to have received offerings in the first month. He was “Lord of the Seed.” Emar’s ritual to prepare for the sowing of the fields in the autumn corresponds to the springtime of Israel with its harvest festivals and focus on the grain in the form of unleavened bread and grain offerings.

Eighth, in Emar 446 the ritual for the storm god seems to have occurred in the early spring (lines 107–110), just as the ritual for the Passover took place in the spring in Israel (e.g., Lev. 23:5–8). Although little is known about the storm god at Emar, it is clear that the evidence from Ugarit and the Bible associate this deity with Baal in his roles as warrior and as one who provides for the fertility of the land and the bringing forth of a rich harvest. The biblical Passover’s position in the spring also associates the roles of Israel’s God with a warrior who fought against Egypt and delivered Israel from there and with the one who had given the harvest and blessings of the land to Israel. The historical element does not occur in the Emar calendar, but the emphasis on agricultural concerns does.

In light of the agricultural emphasis in both calendars, it is important to recognize that this is integrated with specific dates for the various festivals. Thus the Emar calendar contradicts the view commonly expressed regarding Leviticus 23 that such fixation of dates renders the calendar independent from an original connection to an agricultural cycle and thus betrays a late development in the evolution of the cultic calendar.154 To the contrary, at both Emar and in Israel the specific dates are correlated not only with days during the month, but also with seasonal events.

As a ninth point of comparison, I first note that some argue for the nomadic origin of the Passover because the biblical festival uses a lamb roasted with fire, and at the same time argue for a settled origin for the subsequent Feast of Unleavened Bread because the bread must have been the product of a settled economy. Neither of the two joined festivals mention an altar or a priest. Emar 446 describes festivals in which lambs are burnt (line 92; a bird is burnt at line 99), breads of various types are used (lines 21, 51, 78), and there is the absence of an altar or priest. In fact, an altar is never mentioned and a “diviner” appears to function in place of a priest. Yet this festival takes place on behalf of people who are settled and appear to live in an urban environment. Thus theories about the nomadic origins of various aspects of the Passover remain speculative.

The tenth and last point of comparison addresses the Feast of the Firstfruits that appears in Leviticus 23:9–22, which is described twice. The first description is in vv. 9–14. There are three components of this festival: the priest elevates a sheaf of grain before Yahweh (v. 11); a lamb, grain (i.e., flour), and wine are offered to Yahweh (vv. 12–13); and the harvest must not be consumed until the offering is made (v. 14).

Compare this with the concluding lines for one of the festivals described in the first month in Emar 446, lines 50–57. The offerings were for Dagan, chief deity in the region and here described as “Lord of the Seed” (be-el NUMUN.[image: j21]. The offerings took place before the planting of the seed and concerned its success, just as the Feast of the Firstfruits took place before consuming the grain harvest. Similar to the elevating of the sheaf in Israel, at Emar there was also an initial rite involving the cult leader and grain. In this case the diviner threw seed onto the ground.155 Mutton, bread, and drink are involved in the rite.156 Some of this was offered to Dagan, though the text is broken here. Finally, the ritual concludes with a warning that the planting of grain must not begin until these sacrifices are performed.157

Although the Israelite festival of Passover and Unleavened Bread and the Emar grain festival concern two different seasons, they both focus on grain. They both begin with a ritual involving that grain, whether throwing it on the ground or waving a sheaf of the harvest. They both involve mutton, drink, and bread. They both conclude with a warning not to proceed to the next stage, whether planting the seed or eating the harvest, until the ritual is completed.

Whatever the dating of the final form of Leviticus 23 as we now have it and whatever concerns may have shaped it over time, this multilevel collection of similarities in form and content between Emar 446 and Leviticus 23 demonstrates a heritage of the cultic calendar and rituals of Leviticus that predates the first millennium BC. Indeed, this type of text and some of its special days with their rituals have a heritage that reaches back to the Late Bronze Age.

 Thus the Emar rituals provide a new dimension to the West Semitic religious world of the Late Bronze Age. They differ from the contributions of the Middle Bronze Age Mari prophetic texts and from the Late Bronze Age Ugaritic mythologies in that these describe actual ritual performances that were undertaken for the welfare of the people of Emar. However, unlike the Ugaritic ritual texts that often focus on the variety of deities and the specifics of the offerings to each one, those at Emar are concerned more about the performance of the human participants to achieve a goal, whether its purpose is to install a priestess or to celebrate a feast so as to achieve fruitfulness for the sowing of crops. These distinctives at Emar indicate a much closer comparison of form and content with the ritual texts of the Bible, especially Leviticus. Not only does the cumulative weight of comparative evidence link these two traditions—and they are after all the only two possessing many similarities of genre—it also casts doubt on assumptions about the relatively late dating of these biblical texts. Whenever their final form may have appeared, it is clear that many of the religious practices contained therein possess a demonstrable tradition that reaches back before the formation of Israel and into the Bronze Age. Once again we see how justified are the critical methodologies of sociologists and anthropologists of religion, who emphasize the study and appreciation of each culture for its own value, and who refuse to make facile generalizations about how tribes and other people groups might be expected to perform rituals.

Summary 

From as early as written records appear in West Semitic cultures, beginning with Ebla in the twenty-fourth century BC, there is evidence of the names of deities that the Israelites later knew and worshiped in the first millennium BC. From eighteenth-century BC Mari and from Late Bronze Age Ugarit and Emar, there appear long-room temple structures, along with standing stones, altars, images, offering bowls, and other cultic forms that anticipate first-millennium BC worship forms. At the same time the Mari texts demonstrate the institutionalized roles of prophets, priests, and other religious functionaries that provide background for ancient Israel. Along with the names of various deities known later, the mythic themes of a vegetation-related Dumuzi who annually returns from death, and of the battle of the chief god with the Sea, all these are found early in the second millennium BC.

At Ugarit details of myths concerning Baal, El, Asherah, and Anat, and the development of earlier myth themes provide the most comprehensive background to the biblical worldview’s knowledge and use of myth. Atonement rituals, intercessory prayers, divination, [image: s56]festivals, and other forms anticipate ancient Israel’s world of religious expression. Emar presents a thirteenth-century BC collection of texts that describes in detail rituals of priestly installation and of festivals celebrated through the cultic year. The effect of this is to provide a previously unknown textual background for many of the Levitical texts that serve the same function in Israel’s priestly traditions.
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35 . Mettinger (2001, 137–45).
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38 . Mettinger (2001, 185, 212).
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47 . Brody (1998, 9–19) refers to KTU 1.16 I 6–9, to 1.16 II 44–47 and to the thirteenth-century BC Egyptian Papyrus Sallier IV.
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97 . Cf. Ps. 82; M. Smith (2001a, 155–57).

98 . M. Smith (2001a, 54–55, 59–61).

99 . M. Smith (2001a, 77–79).

100 . Ibid., 159–60.
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119 . See del Olmo Lete (1999a, 345–88); Spronk (1999, who also deals with prayer); Xella (1999). The teratomancy material is partly parallel to the šumma izbu series found in Akkadian and Mesopotamian omen texts.
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• Iconography and Bronze Age Religion in Southern Canaan 

• Summary 

In the second millennium BC, cult centers in Palestine and Jordan flourished. Some of these extended into Israel’s floruit during the Iron Age (c. 1200–586 BC). These will be surveyed and briefly discussed. However, not all the relevant materials from these cities and cultural sources will be surveyed in this chapter. Rather, many items of textual and (especially) archaeological relevance will be discussed later in the context of surveys of biblical texts, where they more directly address issues of interpretation.

Bronze Age West Semitic Cult Sites in North Israel 

The archaeological evidence for Palestine during the period before Israel became a recognized people group is especially important to review because it provides an understanding of the degree to which Israelite practices resembled those of the previous generations in the land. The Middle Bronze Age1 (c. 2000–c. 1550 BC) and the Late Bronze Age (c. 1550–c. 1200 BC) remains are presented together in order to provide a sense of any development that might be present. In the following list of sites, those with significant cultic remains or those with a special interest were chosen. The review will generally begin with the northern sites and move southward, although sites within a region will be taken into account and grouped together.

Hazor 

Tel Hazor, north of the Sea of Galilee, is the largest archaeological site of Bronze and Iron Age Palestine. The upper tell or acropolis and the lower tell together comprise more than 170 acres. The lower city dates from the first century of Middle Bronze IIB (c. 1750–c. 1550 BC). The director of excavations in the 1990s, Amnon Ben-Tor (1997, 3), notes the connections between Hazor and similar fortifications and temples in Syria and at Tel Dan. In Area A on the acropolis, perhaps as early as c. 1650–c. 1550 BC, there was found a single-room temple with a [image: j34]or raised area at the back (western) wall. A two-room temple in the lower city also had a niche in its back wall. As some point before its destruction in Late Bronze IA (c. 1550–c. 1450 BC) a basalt orthostat entrance was added. Ben-Tor compares this temple with the [image: j35]or fortress temple discovered to the south at Shechem.2

[image: 9781441201126_0127_001]
Fig. 5. Late Bronze Age Hazor acropolis defenses (Courtesy of Thomas B. Hall III and Richard S. Hess)

Stratum XIV was violently destroyed at the end of the fourteenth century BC, perhaps by Pharaoh Seti I. Hazor possessed multiple places of worship in the Late Bronze Age. In Area H, at the northern end of the lower tell, the Middle Bronze Age temple that was flanked by two rooms (similar to the temple at Alalakh in Syria) was divided into three parts after the fourteenth-century BC Basalt orthostats appeared, including one with a lion figure. There were also bowls and offering tables. A sculpture with its head severed was found lying in an ash pit in the “most holy” room. Elsewhere in the lower city at Area C, there was found a temple with ten basalt stelae, one of which exhibited two lifted hands under an upturned crescent, symbolizing the moon deity. Here too was found a crouching lion portrayed on an orthostat, a decapitated seated figure holding a cup (the head was found nearby), a pottery mask, and a bronze “standard.”3

The long temple on the acropolis was rebuilt and lined with orthostats. This temple went out of use after the fifteenth century but other shrines were found nearby.4

Tell Abu Hawam 

This Late Bronze Age port south of Acco included a building with an entrance oriented toward the sunrise. The structure had external supports of four columns. Also found was a bronze statue with a seated male figure wearing a hat.5

Tel Nami 

South of Abu Hawam was the port of Tel Nami. It included a courtyard sanctuary with benches at the northern extremity of the mound dated to c. 1400–c. 1200 BC. The courtyard’s floor contained broken pieces of a ceramic incense burner, and a large basalt basin on a basalt pedestal.6

Tel Mevorakh 

South of Tel Nami and a few miles inland, Tel Mevorakh had three cult centers through the Late Bronze Age. The first one, oriented east-west and abutting a Middle Bronze Age earthwork, resembled one of the Hazor temples and the Fosse temple at Lachish. It had a stone libation bowl with two depressions on its upper surface. It was lined with offering benches and had a raised altar and bowls. The sequence of sanctuaries had many other vessels as well as jewelry, two bronze cymbals, a bronze dagger, and cylinder seals. A bronze snake figurine was discovered, not unlike that found at Timna in the Negev.7

Megiddo 

A small Middle Bronze IIA (c. 1850–c. 1750 BC, Stratum XIII) cult room (4040C) and high place (D, later F) were discovered in Megiddo along with an altar, stelae, seven-cup vessels, a silver crescent, and female figurines. Two bovine figurines come from the tombs.8 Among the cult sites from this city, temple 2048, dated to the Middle Bronze Age period, stands out for its continuity and size. It was a fortress temple built on a platform with two chambers flanking the entrance. These were built into two towers. Decorated vessels, a bronze snake, two clay liver models, and animal bones were found there as well. Temple 2048 lost its niche, which was replaced by a bench in which three Middle Kingdom statues were buried (mid-thirteenth century BC). In the twelfth century BC (Stratum VIIA) the niche reappeared.9

[image: 9781441201126_0129_001]
Fig. 6. Third-millennium BC Early Bronze Age altar at Megiddo (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Nahariya 

Most of the finds came from a heap outside a rectangular temple and date to Middle Bronze IIB. These included offering stands, bowls, seven-cup vessels, and animal figurines. Similar forms were located beneath a [image: j36]or circular stone structure of the same period, along with silver plaques and a stone mold of a nude female figurine with horns projecting from her head.10

Tell Kitan 

Seven and a half miles north of Beth Shan, on a hill overlooking the spot where the Nahal Tavor joins the Jordan River, there was an Middle Bronze IIB cult center, originally a small room with two pillars flanking the entrance and in the courtyard a row of eight standing stones in front with two larger standing stones behind the row. In the middle of the eight, and slightly taller, was a stone statue carved in the form of a nude goddess whose hands were cupped around her breasts. Later in the same period a new temple was built without harming the earlier one. Ash pits with animal bones, four crude stone figurines, a basalt slab, and four basalt bases (for standing stones) were found. The Late Bronze I temple was erected where the earlier temples stood before they were destroyed. It contained a hall and two side rooms, with many ritual vessels, some silver pendants, and a single bronze knife.11

[image: 9781441201126_0130_001]
Fig. 7. Late Bronze Age Beth Shan behind Roman Scythopolis (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Beth Shan 

Five successive temples were constructed on the site beginning with the earliest at the start of the Late Bronze Age (c. 1550 BC) and continuing after 1200 BC. The earliest temple’s plan included three parts, with the central and inner rooms lined with benches along their walls. In the following phase a larger area was added with several structures built around a central courtyard. The precinct is unique in plan. The Mekal stele was found here. It contains a small stone cultic scene with a dedication from an Egyptian official to the memory of his father. The scene on the stele includes a seated god in Canaanite dress. South of the sanctuary another building contained a basalt orthostat with the scene of a lion and a dog (or lionness) on it. In the thirteenth century BC another temple was built on a north-south axis. Its main hall was supported by two pillars and its inner sanctuary was raised several feet above the floor. A foundation deposit there included dozens of cylinder seals displaying northern Syrian influence.12

Tell el-Far ‘ah North 

At this site, seven miles northeast of Shechem, a Middle Bronze Age (c. 1550 BC) underground chamber, or “cella” was found. At a size of about fifteen by ten feet, it was lined with slabs and bones of suckling pigs. This has been compared to a similar underground cella to the north at Alalakh. A cult site at the gate was also found.13

Bronze Age West Semitic Cult Sites in Jordan 

Pella 

The Middle Bronze II and Late Bronze Ages saw burials within the walls that may have been beneath domestic floors and contained funnels for food and drink.14 Compare those at Ugarit in Syria and those much closer at Edrei and Ashtaroth in northern Jordan. There is also evidence of an “Egyptian governor’s residence” and a cult site there. This confirms the cosmopolitan nature of the site, also seen in the smaller finds, in the Amarna letters written to the pharaoh from the site, and in the discovery of written texts, as yet undeciphered.

Tell el-Hayyat 

In the Jordan Valley, three miles southwest of Pella and east of the Jordan River, lay this site, unfortified and comprising just over one acre in area. It contained a temple that was rectilinear in plan and extended over several phases during the Middle Bronze Age. The temple housed a raised mudbrick altar, a bench, a stone altar, and a group of standing stones. Sheep and goat bones and cooking pots in the temple and its courtyard suggest meat offerings. The interior walls and floor were painted red. Bones of sheep and goats were in the majority (63 percent); 21 percent of bones were those of pigs. The site appears to have been peacefully abandoned during the sixteenth century BC.15

Tell Deir ‘Alla

This site is located east of the Jordan River, near to where the Jab-bok meets the Jordan. On the north slope of the site, a sanctuary was found dating from the beginning of the Late Bronze Age (c. 1550 BC). The main room of the sanctuary included thick walls, some four to five bricks wide. Two pottery shrines were found as well as an Egyptian faience vase with the cartouche of the Egyptian queen Tawesret (c. 1200 BC). Storerooms to the west contained, among other things, Mycenean pottery and twelve clay tablets. Three of these had writing on them in the form of an undeciphered script. Situated on an artificial terrace and above the surrounding structures, this sanctuary would have been built as a regional center of worship and as part of an international place of contact, especially with Egypt. Perhaps this was the seat of Egypt’s control of the Gilead region east of the Jordan River.16

Tell Tsafut 

South of Tell Deir ‘Alla in the east-west Baq‘ah Valley, Tell Tsafut was located. At this site a red plastered room from the Late Bronze Age was found. In the room was found a bronze seated deity wearing a flat crown and gold wrappings around his arms. There were also heads of female figurines.17

Amman 

A thirteenth-century BC site at Amman, Jordan, yielded the burned bones of infants, taken as evidence of child sacrifice.18

Bronze Age West Semitic Cult Sites in Central Israel 

Shechem 

Inside Shechem, c. 1650–1540 BC, there was a fortress temple with walls about seventeen feet thick and with two large towers flanking the entrance. Two standing stones also stood on either side of the entrance. About a century later, c. 1550–1450 BC, a new fortress temple containing an altar and a large standing stone was built over the old temple. The stone altar and standing stone were buried and covered with a plastered floor in the Iron Age I (c. 1200–c. 1000 BC). A bronze figure of a Canaanite god was also found.19

[image: 9781441201126_0133_001]
Fig. 8. Late Bronze Age Shechem fortress temple (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

As noted above, an Amarna letter from Shechem appears to identify the ruler’s father (ancestor) as “my god” (i-li).20 On the slopes of Mount Gerazim, about one-fifth of a mile from Shechem, a stone pillar and the foundation for an altar were found in a courtyard. The central chamber had rooms built around it.

Shiloh 

This site preserved Middle Bronze IIB storerooms with jars, bowls, cultic stands, and a vessel in the form of a bull. Jewelry included a silver pendant with the image of an Anatolian deity. In the Late Bronze Age neither sanctuary nor settlement was found. Only one area was found with any indication of occupation; it contained animal bones, pottery, and a female figurine.21

[image: 9781441201126_0134_001]
Fig. 9. Standing stones at Gezer (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Jerusalem 

North of the present-day Damascus Gate, in and around the grounds of the École Biblique, were found more than a century ago a fragment of an Egyptian stele mentioning Osiris, an Egyptian offering table, two alabaster vessels, a small stone statuette of a seated figure, and fragments of Egyptian lotus capitals. Near the end of the thirteenth century BC, an Egyptian temple stood here along what must have been the road from Jerusalem to the central hill country.22

Gezer 

Excavations to levels dating from c. 1650 BC revealed ten large standing stones at the high place. There was a basin to the west of the stones. The area around was plastered and surrounded by a low wall, probably to mark off the sacred area. There were burned animal bones.23

Lachish 

At the base of the tell there was a succession of three temples known as “fosse temples” (because of their location in the pit or fosse of the tell) in the Late Bronze Age. The first fosse temple (c. 1550–c. 1450 BC) was a modest structure with a hall and two siderooms. In subsequent phases, the size of the main hall was doubled and additional rooms around it were added. Among the finds there was an ivory pyxis with scenes portraying various wild animals.

On the tell was a temple with a long hall oriented east to west. The hall led to a stone staircase with three stone column bases to its left and a plastered installation on the right. The stair led to the raised inner room of the sanctuary. Among the many Egyptian items, there was a gold plaque of a nude female, perhaps a goddess, who was holding large lotus-like plants and standing on the back of a horse. This Canaanite-Egyptian form has been identified by some as Astarte but this is not certain. In addition, a graffito of a deity in the temple also attests to a Canaanite purpose for the sacred place, alongside the Egyptian temple architecture.24

 A thirteenth-century BC inscription on a ewer from the fosse temple may contain a reference to the goddess Elat, “Mattan. An offering [to] my [la]dy Elat.”25 The last two terms are means of referring to Asherah at Ugarit, especially the final term.26 Both the ewer and the tenth-century BC Taanach cult stand have a tree flanked by twin animals that are feeding. Hestrin (1987b) sees a connection between this figure in Palestine and the goddess Asherah. The name of Reshef, god of plague, was also found on the ewer and the drawings appear to depict the god.27

[image: 9781441201126_0135_001]
Fig. 10. Lachish goddess plaque (© The Israel Museum, Jerusalem)

Ashkelon 

From the end of the Middle Bronze Age (c. 1650–c. 1550 BC), a small shrine room was found at the entrance to the fortified city. In this room was discovered a small bronze calf figurine whose head and feet were coated with silver. Beside the calf was a pot with a hole carved in it as though the calf might use the hollowed clay form as a shelter. See further discussion in chapter 6, “The Golden Calf.”

A plaque discovered at Megiddo and dating from c. 1200 BC mentions an Egyptian temple at Ashkelon. More significant is the presence of an Egyptian relief at Medinet Habu that portrays Pharaoh Merneptah’s siege of the city c. 1209 BC. This relief depicts citizens of Ashkelon within their besieged walls raising incense burners to their deities and lifting up smaller figures, perhaps children who are about to be hurled to their deaths or in some other manner to be sacrificed for the salvation of their city.

Bronze Age West Semitic Cult Sites in South Israel 

Hebron 

A cuneiform economic text was discovered at Tell er-Rumeidah, the site of ancient Hebron. Dating from the seventeenth or sixteenth century BC, it contains Hurrian and Amorite personal names, makes reference to sheep and he-goat offerings, and describes a king, perhaps at Hebron.28 This text suggests that even in what may appear to be an isolated site such as Hebron there was nevertheless present a multicultural population of Hurrians and West Semitic Amorites. Its description of offerings from flocks and herds of sheep and goats suggests a pastoral people and the blood sacrifices are comparable to those found elsewhere in the West Semitic world. Like the Egyptian Execration texts of about the same period, kings govern cities. Finally, the presence of cuneiform-trained scribes in Hebron suggests that writing was known and used for administrative and religious purposes in Middle Bronze Age southern Palestine. From this same period fragments of administrative and other texts have been discovered at Hazor. These link it with the Amorite cultures to the north, especially Mari, on the basis of script, grammar, names, and forms.29

Tel Haror 

Located twelve and a half miles west of Beersheba, Tel Haror was a large Middle Bronze IIB city in the northern Negev with a room and a courtyard extending more than thirty feet on all sides. Both contained niches and offering benches that were covered with ash, animal bones, and vessels. The bones were 62 percent sheep and goats, 28 percent fowl, and 5 percent dogs. A courtyard pit included a red-painted arm that belonged to a large statue. These pits also included seven-spouted lamps, whole bird and puppy skeletons, vessels with snakes, bulls in relief, and Cypriote wares.30

Iconography and Bronze Age Religion in Southern Canaan 

Keel and Uehlinger have studied numerous seals used to understand the Middle Bronze IIB period.31 They see the dominant animal motifs as caprids, representing prosperity and fertility, and as lions, representing virility and potency. Naked goddesses form a major motif. This is rare at other times and places and suggests an importance of erotic sexuality during this period. Also distinctive is the appearance of male and female worshipers and couples. This “equality of the sexes” is not so apparent in later art where the female often disappears. Although unfashioned standing stones are found at Gezer and elsewhere, images of the deities and humans, as well as the sacred trees and rituals, suggest a high degree of sexuality that came to characterize the popular understanding of biblical religion as “Canaanite religion.” However, it is more prominent in art of this period than at later times. The calf image at Ashkelon had not yet been discovered when Keel and Uehlinger wrote their study. This also may demonstrate the presence of warrior deities in principal Palestinian cities in the early second millennium BC. If so, it balances the eroticism of the glyptic art. The predominance of the fertility images in Palestine in the Middle Bronze Age recalls the concern of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and their wives for children, and their turning to God for the fulfillment of that desire.

The Late Bronze Age was a time of Egyptian influence in terms of culture and religion.32 Deities and worshipers are predominantly male. At Hazor, temple materials include lion orthostats and a stele representing the moon god of Haran (from northern Syria). From Megiddo come pear-shaped gold leaf pendants of nude goddess figures. Inexpensive terra cotta figures of nude females also appear at this time. An enthroned youthful deity with a blossom in gold leaf may be a weather god. Other metal figures portray Baal and Reshef, which replace the goddess images. Military themes, symbolized by the appearance of the chariot on the Megiddo ivory and elsewhere, replace the erotic emphasis of Middle Bronze IIB. On the same ivory a victorious prince sits on a throne while one female attendant hands him a towel and another plays a lyre. Thus the female status has been lowered from equal partnership to servant-hood. At Lachish the “qudshu type” (Egyptian-influenced) nude goddess appears with shoulder-length hair and holding lotus blossoms. On one gold leaf piece she stands on an armored horse as she does on a clay model from Beth Shan. Elsewhere at Beth Shan she appears as mistress of the city. Is this the warrior goddess Anat? These are motifs of war and warriors rather than sexuality. At Lachish and elsewhere the palmetto tree flanked by caprids is a familiar motif. In some representations the tree is replaced by a pubic triangle, reflecting the association of the tree with a goddess and fertility. Among male deities the roles of Seth and Baal are combined into one warrior god in a number of pictorial representations at Lachish. Keel and Uehlinger suggest that the sexual role of the female deity is gradually replaced by a warrior role. In addition, the female deity terra cotta forms (never male terra cotta forms) suggest a privatization of this form of worship, and with it perhaps a popularization.
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Fig. 11. Megiddo ivory with image of chariot and prince on throne (Courtesy of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago)

Summary 

On both sides of the Jordan River, the early part of the Middle Bronze Age (c. 1800–1650 BC) was characterized by nonurban and rural cult sites that reflected the interests of local and regional tribal groups. In the last century of the Middle Bronze Age (c. 1650–c. 1550 BC) the picture changed as the region became urbanized in a manner resembling Syria’s urbanization. Cities developed multiple temples, including special fortress temples in sites in the Jordan Valley. City gate sanctuaries flourished at Ashkelon and Tell el-Far‘ah North.33

Middle Bronze IIB Palestine has a few fragments of textual evidence of the contemporary religious beliefs. Texts from Hazor, Megiddo, and Hebron, as well as related art from these and other sites, identify deities and suggest religious practices tied in with local concerns and with human, agricultural, and livestock fertility. Albright and others dated the ancestral figures and traditions of some of Genesis 12–36 to this period.34 Although this has been severely attacked and often dismissed, there do remain some similarities. It is possible that some of these traditions contain elements that reach back to the middle of the second millennium BC.35

Late Bronze IA (c. 1550–c. 1450 BC) saw a continuation of the late Middle Bronze Age cult centers. In Late Bronze IIA (c. 1400–c. 1300 BC) and Late Bronze IIB (c. 1300–c. 1200 BC) the Egyptians exercised more control over the region (after Pharaoh Tuthmosis III’s victories in the region). By this time (and as early as Late Bronze IB, c. 1450–c. 1400 BC) most sites had become urban. Hazor retained more self-government and independence from Egypt as suggested by its Amarna letters and its material remains. The main temple was now found in a new area. This was the orthostat temple with its Hittite and northern influence. Elsewhere, by Late Bronze IIA, general prosperity provided for enlarging or further building. By Late Bronze IIB the number of cult sites had doubled over the previous periods. Temples with both Egyptian and Canaanite features were seen in Jerusalem, Lachish, Beth Shan, and all along the coastal plain. As suggested by the temples in Egypt, these were centers for the collection of agricultural and other taxes from the local lands under their control. In general, the evidence suggests the maintenance continually of West Semitic dynasties in cities along the coast and sporadically inland, though more so around the Jezreel Valley. Northern culture, influenced by the Hurrian and Hittite kingdoms, penetrated into the Huleh basin and the Jordan Valley. From there it spread westward, mixing with the Egyptian influence in areas such as the Jezreel Valley as far as the Acco plain. This view, already suggested by the historical records from Egypt, Ugarit, Alalakh, Hattusas, and the smaller cuneiform finds in Palestine, is confirmed by the material culture as revealed in the religious artifacts and architecture. It is further supported by the remaining archaeological picture of Palestine and by the personal names. The latter show a preponderance of northern names (i.e., Hurrian, Anatolian, and Indo-Aryan languages) in the mainly inland areas noted. The coastal areas, except Acco, were dominated exclusively by leaders with West Semitic names.36 To a greater or lesser extent Late Bronze Age religion and culture in Palestine were largely colored by the imperial interests that dominated different regions of the land.

In Egyptian texts of the Late Bronze Age the divine name Yahweh may appear as a place name in the southern desert.37 However, it is in Palestine where a variety of deities are represented in personal names of the fourteenth century BC. Among these the presence of Asherah is most frequently attested as part of the name borne by the leader of Amurru. Indeed, it is attested more often in texts in this form than it ever was in the Middle Bronze Age.38 Divine names by themselves are unusual although the equation of the pharaoh with the sun god is common.39 Thus there is no diminution of the worship and respect given to deities. As already noted, an Amarna text from Shechem mentions a personal god of the leader of that city and seems to associate it with his father, leading to the conclusion that a form of ancestral worship may have been active in Palestine at this time.40

The focus on military images in the Late Bronze Age and the role of female warriors recalls the biblical picture in Judges 4–5 of Deborah as warrior (cf. also Miriam, Achsah, and other women such as Jephthah’s daughter and the Levite’s concubine who are associated with war) as well as the emphasis on warfare in traditions from the exodus through Joshua’s “conquest” and the period of the judges. It is to this biblical witness and its traditions that we now turn.
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• Summary 

The Pentateuch is filled with information about Israelite religion. It is impossible to ignore this when discussing the subject. Unfortunately, it has also proven impossible to arrive at a consensus when examining the contents of this important collection of writings. The Documentary Hypothesis was discussed in detail in the excursus in chapter 3. I am unable to subscribe to the hypothesis in its details for the reasons presented there. I do not feel that one can with any sort of “scientific” certainty identify the time when the texts that comprise the Pentateuch as we now have them were written. The prose sections seem to constitute a compilation from the time of the monarchy, that is, the first half of the first millennium BC. I agree with those who date some of the poetry into the second millennium BC. Further, as observed in the excursus of chapter 3 and in some of the discussions of West Semitic archives and sites in chapters 4 and 5, the traditions and various writings contain religious and cultic practices attested elsewhere in the second millennium BC but not in the first. The dating assigned to the origins of many of these records might be based on the proximity in geography and chronology to extrabiblical records or material items that most closely resemble their biblical correspondents. Now I have no difficulty in finding early examples of these from each of the three major collections of literature in the Pentateuch: the narratives and prophetic materials (largely J and E), the priestly and cultic materials (mostly P), and the covenant along with the law of Deuteronomy and related materials (much of D). Thus the division (between chapters 6 and 7) of the discussion of Pentateuchal literature into these three groupings is an attempt to acknowledge these literary threads that largely comprise the Pentateuch without prejudicing the dating, authorship, or origins of the material, or its having passed through both oral and literary stages before reaching its present form. However, my emphasis on extrabiblical connections with these literary threads allows for suggestions as to when and where specific literary pieces may have originated.

A work of this size and scope cannot provide a comprehensive overview of everything religious in the Pentateuch or in its major literary strands. I have selected certain items for discussion according to my assessment of their importance for answering current questions about Israelite religion. This includes the literary threads’ meaningful connections to extrabibli-cal material that sheds light on Israelite religion. Informed readers may have preferred to include other materials and exclude some that I have included. I am keenly aware that the selection of this material is to some extent a personal one. Accordingly, I assert the author’s prerogative to make the selection and to suggest that this is intended to be a representation of the religious concerns found in the Pentateuch.

Before going further in this chapter, I encourage the reader to review chapter 3 and particularly the section titled “Religion History, Tradition History, and Orality,” and the excursus on the Documentary Hypothesis. These provide the necessary background and are assumed in what follows.

Religious Aspects of the Narrative Strands 

Creation 

The narrative strands normally begin with the creation account that is found starting at Genesis 2:4b. Key in Genesis 2 and 3 is the role of the Garden of Eden as a prototypical sanctuary for ancient Israel, and the issues surrounding the eating of the fruit and God’s subsequent judgments on the world and the human race. More of this will be explored in chapter 8 on the United Monarchy (p. 000). Many of these items have already appeared or will appear later in this study in the context of larger considerations relevant to the subject.1

Cain’s Line (Gen. 4:17–26) 

Important to the understanding of Israelite religion are the theophoric elements in personal names in Genesis 1–11. Personal names, especially in the genealogies, form a significant part of the overall structuring of Genesis 1–11 and reflect religious beliefs. Thus the personal names become a significant part of the background of Israelite religion, especially if it is possible to determine something about the origins of these name collections. Most name collections are associated with the priestly literature of the Pentateuch whose interest lies in preserving family lines to determine who was Israelite or Jewish and who was not. Thus, personal names in the line of Cain, having nothing directly to do with the family line from Adam to Abram, are instead often associated with the narrative strands. I will systematically examine each personal name of Genesis 1–11 in terms of its etymology and the extent to which it may indicate cultural and, especially, religious preferences.

Although the etymology of Cain’s name is not certain, it has been associated with the South Arabic root for “smith,” which has the same spelling. That Cain has connections with the south is further supported by his apparent association with the metalworking smiths from the wilderness, the Kenites. This association appears in an oracle of Balaam (Num. 24:21–22), although the context is not easy to interpret. However, Cain’s name may also be associated with the similarly spelled Hebrew word for “song” (qînâ). In either case, the suggestion is one of a figure who participates in technological and cultural advances.

The names and descriptions of many of Cain’s descendants continue this theme of cultural innovation.2 Cain’s building of a city ties in with his son Enoch. The Enoch of Cain’s line, distinct from the Enoch of Genesis 5, may originally have been tied to the Sumerian UNU(G), the name for the city of Uruk.3

If this is the case, then the association of Irad with the ancient Sume-rian city of Eridu gains greater weight and supports the overall conclusion that the early part of the line of Cain was associated with two of the earliest cities known in Mesopotamia, both in archaeological excavations and in literature of the region.4

The next two names, Mehujael and Methushael, may refer to religious beliefs that emerged in their culture. The first name means “El (or) the god enlivens” while the second is probably a description of a devotee of an underworld deity (literally, “man” [or devotee] of El [the god] [image: j39], where in the latter option the root is identical to that for Sheol, the place of the dead). This deity has perhaps now been identified at thirteenth-century BC Emar where the name is read as Shuwala and associated with the Mesopotamian god of the underworld, Nergal.5 The word for “man” in Methushael is mutu. This term is common in West Semitic personal names of the second millennium BC but rare, if at all known, in names from the first millennium BC.

Lamech has no known etymology. However, it serves a pivotal point in the genealogy both in the line of Cain and in that of Seth.6

If Adah is understood as meaning “ornament” (in the sense of jewelry) and Zillah is associated with the meaning “musical cymbal,” we find suggestion of the introduction of visual and musical arts.

Jabal is associated with the nomadic culture of tent dwellers. His second role has been disputed on the basis of the Hebrew word miqneh, which has two possible meanings. If the word means “livestock,” it could support a nomadic life. If it means “possessions,” it might suggest an urban, materialistic culture.

Jubal is explicitly associated with stringed and wind musical instruments, and Tubal-Cain with the work of a metal smith. The name Naamah may refer to loveliness or to music, depending on which of two West Semitic roots are used as derivatives.

Many of these names have associations with the second millennium BC or earlier, either through the names of Sumerian cities such as Uruk and Eridu, or through elements that do not occur later in personal names. Examples of these include Methushael and the first part of Tubal-Cain, which may refer to the Hurrian word for “smith.” While it is true that the root behind Cain (and the second part of Tubal-Cain) occurs only in names from the first millennium BC and later, it is also true that there are no South Arabic inscriptions from before the first millennium BC. Because this element occurs outside the Bible only in South Arabian names, it is likely that this root occurs earlier in names from that region but that these names are not attested in written inscriptions because such inscriptions do not exist. Elements of other names that appear in this genealogy are attested in the second millennium. Thus, where it is possible to evaluate these personal names in terms of existing collections of names from outside the Bible, they reflect the earlier second-millennium BC onomastic world (and perhaps earlier than that).7

Both the etymologies of the personal names and the descriptions of the lives of the descendants suggest the development of culture and civilization, urban and possibly nomadic, which contains within its elements worship of unknown or underworld deities and murderous violence (cf. the poem of Lamech). In its narrative context, the picture is one of religious and moral degeneration in the midst of civilized life.

The context describes this degeneration as the outcome of the self-will of Cain and his own inability to seek God for the forgiveness of his sin, both the sin of anger and the sin of fratricide. The continuation of Cain’s line represents humanity in general in its pursuit of all the aspects of “modern, civilized” life. However, it is a life that has separated itself from God and therefore one that leads to the corruption already seen and further developed in Genesis 6:1–4. Finally, it brings the judgment of God and the need to destroy the world.

Cain’s line has been compared with that of Mesopotamian king lists that claim to record kings from before the flood. Some of these lists are associated with particular counselors or sages (apkallu), each of whom served a particular antediluvian king, and who performed feats similar to those described in Genesis 4. Thus there is one counselor for each generation, comprising a line as in Genesis 4.8 The associations of the names and their etymologies with the oldest of cities and second-millennium BC deities and onomastic terms contextualize this list in the second millennium BC.

This provides the background for the apparently mythological fragment of Genesis 6:1–4 that describes the union of the “sons of God” and the “daughters of ‘the [image: j40].’” There is much debate about the background of this story and its meaning and context here in Genesis. No clear parallel exists, although a fall from heaven, as preserved in the mythology behind the imagery of Isaiah 14 and elsewhere, is not an uncommon motif within other stories.9 In the context of Genesis 1–11 this is best understood as the same tradition, one in which entities from the world of the eternal, the world of God, chose physical union with mortal women. Following Genesis 4 and 5 it portrays a further degeneration of humanity already suggested by Cain’s line and contrasts with the righteousness of Seth’s line and especially with Noah. The Nephilim, literally “fallen ones,” are those great and sometimes giant heroes of renown who have fallen in battle. Elsewhere they are equated with the early giants in Canaan, when Israel first settles there. In all cases, they are not an ethnic group but a class or type of people found in many societies and ethnicities.10

Table of Nations (Gen. 10) 

Genesis 10 has been called the Table of Nations because it lists most of the peoples of the known world when it was written.11 This group is divided and presented in the style of a segmented genealogy, one that has been divided into different branches. We find here a list distinct from the other genealogies in Genesis and unlike anything else in the ancient Near East. This is true for two reasons: the Table of Nations is segmented and names of people groups appear much more frequently than personal names (Nimrod and the line of Shem are the only clear personal names). While much scholarly discussion goes on about some of the less familiar names,12 the importance of this list lies in its attestation of a common source for all of humanity. What is certain is that none of the names have been shown to belong to a mythological people. Everyone named existed somewhere. As such they are all real people who have a common ancestor in Noah. They therefore belong together as equal in creation and in the sight of God. None has any claim to superiority over another. This is all the more true in light of the cursing of Canaan in Genesis 9.13 It is as if the Table of Nations demonstrates that the curse of Canaan, while affecting the Canaanites, has no permanent affect on the nations of the world. Genesis 10 is a divine testimony that implicitly opposes any racial discrimination or bigotry.

By some counts seventy nations are mentioned. Deuteronomy 32:8 mentions how God apportioned the nations. Later Judaism assumes seventy guardian angels for the seventy nations. John Day relates this to the seventy sons of Athirat (Asherah) and presumably El, the chief deities in the pantheon at Ugarit. He compares Psalm 82 and finds here an allusion to the heavenly court, in which God ruled over the spirits chosen to rule the seventy nations mentioned in this chapter.14

Tradition Studies 

Tradition history study asks the question: How do the stories of Genesis come to us from an early period? Is anything recoverable of a period before or close to the time of Israel’s emergence in Canaan? For background and evaluation of this approach to biblical studies in general, see chapter 3, Religion History, Tradition History, and Orality.

Herman Gunkel inaugurated much of form criticism and tradition studies at the time of the translation and publication of the Babylonian creation story Enuma Elish and other myths in the decades before 1900. Gunkel argued that mythic motifs and core pieces of material were passed down orally and adapted into the early stories of Semitic peoples, including Israel and the Bible. For this reason he felt that he could find motifs common to Babylonian and biblical texts.

In the first half of the twentieth century Gunkel was followed by Albrecht Alt and then by his student Martin Noth. When they examined Genesis 12–50, they noted that different names for God were applied at different places and that the ancestors each had a different place in Palestine where they spent most of their time. To explain these phenomena the traditio-historical approach (also known as tradition history) was developed. In this understanding, Israel’s ancestor stories began as oral short stories and gradually evolved into large, connected accounts. Before they were ever written down, small, oral units were built into bigger ones as Israel’s predecessors told stories and passed them down from one generation to the next. For Alt, the religion of the ancestors was tied together with the “god of the fathers” of the Amorites.15 Its origins were to be found in tribal contexts. Thus the different names of God such as “Fear of Isaac” (Gen. 31:42) and “Mighty One of Jacob” (Gen. 49:24; Ps. 132:2, 5) were not epithets of a single deity. Instead, they represented different gods, each originating as the eponym of a tribal ancestor and (in large measure) each associated with a different tribe. Only at a later time did the stories of the different tribal ancestors, originally unrelated, merge into a single line of Abram, Isaac, and Jacob.

Alt also identified the divine names compounded with El as originating in the urban cult centers. Thus El-Elyon in Jerusalem (Gen. 14:18–22), El-Olam in Beersheba (Gen. 21:33), El-Bethel at Bethel (Gen. 35:7), and El-Berit at Shechem (Judg. 9:46) were sanctuary deities. Alt argued that these El gods therefore represented the worship of the indigenous inhabitants whereas the tribal deities represented those of the various Israelite tribes. The two coalesced into the Yahwist movement and all the deities were subordinated to Yahweh as manifestations of the one God. Having posited this development of Israel’s concept of the deity, scholars then attempted to “attach” these oral traditions to the traditional written “sources” of Genesis.16

The term “god of the fathers,” possibly occurring at twenty-fourth-century BC Ebla as a deity, is also found early in the Old Assyrian archives from Kanesh c. 1900 BC.17 Witness formulae include “May Ashur and the God of your father be witness” and “May Ashur and Ilabrat, the God of our father be witness,” where Il-abrat may be a similar structure to the name El-Shaddai (El-Bethel or El-Olam). It also occurs among the Amorites and at thirteenth-century BC Ugarit (ilib). Some of the recent discussions have substantially followed Alt.18 On one hand, van der Toorn argues that “god of the fathers” refers to the deified father himself.19 Akkadian and Hurrian parallels suggest that the words “god” and “father” are juxtaposed so as to produce an epexegetical genitive, “the god who is the father.” On the other hand, Schmidt, on the basis of evidence at Ugarit, examines the use of the term in god lists and cultic texts, both in Ugaritic and Hurrian.20 He concludes that it functions more like a title than an individual deity and suggests that it be understood as “the gods of the fathers” known from Mesopotamian sources, that is, members of the pantheon, especially personal or family deities.

Perhaps the interpretation that best conforms to both the extrabiblical and biblical evidence is that of Miller.21 Among Abram and his family, El Shaddai (later identified as Yahweh) was the family or clan deity. There is no suggestion that this was a deified ancestor of the family because the name never appears in the genealogies. He is the God of Abraham (Gen. 24:27) who provides “protection and guidance for the family as well as the blessings of fertility and continuity of life.”

Elohim, the most common noun for “God” in the Old Testament appears to be a plural (byform?) of El but is used as a singular noun (i.e., with singular verbs and adjectives) to identify the God of Israel. Burnett’s study follows some customary wisdom in identifying the term as an abstract plural with concretizing force.22 It originated in the northern kingdom of Israel as a description of the polytheistic pantheon of gods that were worshiped there and came to be applied to Yahweh, God of Israel, as the single national deity. While this argument involves a wonderful linkage of a variety of biblical texts, like so many of the theories about the development of the divine names that are applied to Israel’s God, it remains speculative.23

Ancestral Religion 

One may identify a list of distinctive features of the religion depicted in Genesis 12–50, especially in contrast to the Mosaic Yahwism of Exodus through Deuteronomy (and the remainder of the Old Testament that appeals to these books).24

First, it is open and inclusive. Everyone relates to the same God and there is no discussion of a plurality of deities. God speaks to all, whether the pharaoh of Egypt, Abimelech, or Abraham.

Second, there is an absence of antagonism between the ancestors and the religious practices of the Canaanites. In Genesis 12–50 one reads nothing about the destruction of the altars of other gods or of their images, nor does one learn of contests between Yahweh and the other gods and goddesses.

Third, in Genesis, Abram and his descendants worship in a manner that includes mention of trees and pillars (where Abram placed altars), but not of prescribed places of worship or of Sabbath or food laws. Further, circumcision is practiced on Ishmael as well as those in the line of Israel.

Fourth, this religion lacks prophets and priests. One might say that the priests are the leaders of their households.

Fifth, Abram and his offspring live as sojourners and they live peacefully with their neighbors, the Canaanites and Amorites. Their role in the promised land is not to purify it of any or all of those already occupying it.

Sixth, moral obedience is not prominent. Perhaps this is not surprising because there are no legal collections before the giving of Torah at Mount Sinai in Exodus 19–40.

Seventh, holiness as an exclusive characteristic is not emphasized. People are not driven out from Abram’s family because of moral failures, but only because of personal rivalries, as with Hagar and Ishmael.

Eighth, there is an importance placed on the family and its continuation for the sake of God’s promise. In the ancient Near East and particularly West Semitic religion, the head of the family was the key to the religion. It was essential for him to have an heir to carry on the family. The leader of each generation would continue to “feed” and care for the aged and deceased.25

Ninth, the name Elohim is more fundamental than Yahweh here, but the reverse is true outside of Genesis 12–50.26 Further, neither Baal nor any other deities are mentioned in Genesis 12–50.

Tenth, Jerusalem played no significant role. It is not explicitly designated as the site of any events in Genesis. If Salem in Genesis 14:18 or Moriah in Genesis 22:2 are associated with Jerusalem, then significant traditions are associated with the place. However, neither the site of Abraham’s sacrifice of his son nor the place of Melchizedek’s kingship can be established with certainty.

In light of these distinctions, Walter Moberly makes an important observation regarding the origins of the religious practice as depicted in Genesis 12–50:27

If . . . patriarchal religion corresponds to some kind of historical reality, then presumably this is either some form of a genuinely ancient, pre-Yahwistic religion or something that was an “unorthodox” strand within Yahwistic religion (e.g., prior to Josiah’s reform). The difficulty with the latter suggestion is precisely the complete lack of that holiness and exclusiveness which is one of the most fundamental characteristics of Yahwism.

It is not unreasonable to assume, therefore, that the depiction of religion in Genesis 12–50 may indeed have a claim to origins in part from the period prior to the emergence of Israel as a national Yahweh-worshiping community.

In terms of the implications of this for the religion of “pre-Israel,” Dale Patrick observes how the absence of other deities is a picture painted, with incidental exceptions, right up to the time of the promulgation of the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20.28 He suggests that the assumption here is that the people cannot be held guilty of breaking a law that has not yet been given. Since the law prohibiting the worship of other deities does not occur before Exodus 20, the presence of other deities and their worship is not addressed earlier.

Moberly sets aside the extrabiblical historical issues and asks questions about the function of the ancestral narratives in the context of the Pentateuch.29 In doing so, he seeks an alternative route to that proposed by source criticism and provides a rationale for the record of the religious practices of Genesis 12–50 in anticipation of Exodus through Deuteronomy. Thus Abraham is the man of faith who awaits the fulfillment of God’s promises. Isaac’s role stresses the continuity with Abraham, even appearing in similar narratives (cf. Gen. 12, 20, and 26). Jacob, a trickster, finds God at work in his life as well, with divine promises. He also parallels Moses in a number of ways, especially during his days in the wilderness before confronting the pharaoh. Joseph models the successful believer in a foreign environment.

Genesis 49 

Although there are many texts in these chapters that merit further study in terms of their religious significance, a final note considers the poem of Genesis 49. This is one of several examples of poems in the Pentateuch and books such as Judges that some suggest contain examples of early poems or poetic fragments, dating from before the monarchy. Others include Exodus 15, Judges 5, and perhaps Deuteronomy 33.30 Among the possible early reflections of Israelite religion in this chapter from Genesis, Mark Smith finds in verses 24–26 a collection of epithets applied originally to the Ugaritic El and subsequently taken over by Yahweh. Especially important is the last phrase of verse 25, [image: j41][image: j42] “the blessings of ‘Breasts-and-Womb.’ ” This translation leads Smith to argue that these are epithets of Asherah at Ugarit and therefore this is a reference to the Bronze Age goddess.31 Yahweh is thereby given the attributes applied to Asherah, the consort of El. While this is possible, it is not proven. Rather, it is disputed by other scholars, who point out that in this Genesis poem the attributes of Asherah are not strictly epithets. Smith is correct that these expressions are also used of the goddess Anat at Ugarit. Thus they reflect a personification of the unique powers/abilities/attributes of the female as might be expected to apply to chief female deities. Interestingly, the term “Breasts-and-Womb” is never so used as an attribute of either goddess. Rather, in various texts these attributes are applied individually. They represent the powers of fertility and reproduction. In the poems of Genesis 49 it is not surprising that they are ascribed to the God of Israel, who is understood as Creator and Sustainer of everything.

As in Deuteronomy 33:26–27 and Psalm 18:13–15 (= 2 Sam. 22:14–16), so in Genesis 49, imagery that occurs in Ugaritic myths where it is applied to El and Baal is here applied to Yahweh.32 However, the model need not be syncretism or convergence, contrary to what has been suggested elsewhere. Rather, we see a transformational model in which the God of Israel—who in the canonical sequence (Exodus following Genesis) will shortly be individualized by his redemptive role in the exodus and his unique bestowal of the detailed covenant of Sinai—is seen as transforming expressions used in other religions and cultural media and applying them (or having them applied) in new ways to his own revelation of himself. Here perhaps there is also direct assimilation so that this deity is praised as possessor of other divine attributes that neighboring gods might have been thought to possess. Finally, there will also come at times direct confrontation and rejection. Psalm 82 and other texts suggest that, rather than assimilating the characteristics of neighboring deities, Yahweh overthrows them.

Plagues 

Exodus opens with Israel having grown to a nation in Egypt, where it faced oppression by pharaohs who did not know Joseph and the salvation he provided for Egypt (Gen. 37–50). There is much that could be recounted concerning the birth of Moses, his escape from death as an infant, his upbringing in the house of pharaoh, his flight to Midian, and his return to Egypt to deliver the people of Israel. The appearance of God and the revelation of the divine Yahweh are discussed below in the section on Sinai under “Theophany.” A major religious event remembered at this time was the exodus. Leading up to that event were the plagues of Exodus 7–12. These events are divided between the Narrative Strands and the Priestly and Cultic Strands. They may be included here as primarily narrative.
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Fig. 12. Temple of Amon-Re at Karnak (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Though the plagues narrative of Exodus 7–12 does not directly polemi-cize against the Egyptian deities, the author(s) of this account indirectly challenged the religion of ancient Egypt. This was true for each of the plagues. From the beginning, God is portrayed as challenging the Egyptians and their pride. Even their ability to control the snake was brought under divine control (Exod. 7:8–12). The first plague (Exod. 7:15–25) involved changing the Nile river to blood. The Nile was deified by the Egyptians as Hapi and was their lifegiver.33 Red was the color of Hapi’s enemy and murderer, Seth. The second plague (Exod. 8:1–14) involved frogs. Heqat, who appeared with a frog’s head, controlled the multiplication of frogs. These amphibians symbolized abundance and prosperity.34 The third and fourth plagues (Exod. 8:16–24) brought gnats and flies (mosquitoes?), which may have been connected with Kheprer, the flying beetle and god of resurrection. The fifth plague (Exod. 9:1–7) brought a pestilence on domesticated animals. This may have been identified with cults such as Apis, and with other deities such as Re and Ptah, who were personified as bulls.35 The sixth plague (Exod. 9:8–12) brought boils or smallpox. This would have challenged Egyptian healer deities, Sekhmet or Amon-Re.36 The seventh plague (Exod. 9:13–35) brought hail. Egyptian deities involved here include Nut (sky), Shu (supports sky), and Tefnut (moisture). Plague eight (Exod. 10:1–20) brought locusts. Senehem was the divine protector against pests. The Tanis stele mentions a group of gods as protectors against pests.

The ninth plague (Exod. 10:21–29) brought darkness throughout Egypt. This was a direct challenge to Amon-Re, chief deity of Egypt and the personification of the sun.37 Pharaoh was the “son of Re” and virtually all of Egyptian life, belief, and culture was guided by the sun. The tenth plague (Exod. 11–12), the death of the firstborn, was a direct challenge to pharaoh who as a god of Egypt should control the life of his own son, also a god.

Exodus Event 

The escape of Israelite slaves from Egypt, together with the defeat of the Egyptian army at the Red (traditionally Reed) Sea, represents the single most significant theological event in Israel’s memory. As with other major events of historical significance, such as the Israelite defeat of the Hazor alliance in Judges 4–5, a prose account of the event (Exod. 14) is followed by a poetic rendition (Exod. 15). Like the account of the “new creation” brought about by the flood waters in Genesis 6–9, which itself hearkens back to Genesis 1:2, the parting of the Red Sea anticipates the creation of the new people of Israel.38

That the exodus reflects a historical event, however large or small, is suggested both by the details of the narrative that set well in the context of Egypt of the thirteenth century BC,39 and by the generally recognized oddity of the account as a foundation story of a people’s history. If there had been no oppression and exodus, why would any Israelite author invent such an origin for her/his people? If Israel was indigenous to Canaan and never came from Egypt, how did this story come to form the beginning of the nation’s epic?40

The story of the exodus, repeated again and again in Israel’s Scriptures, represents the key historic act of redemption that formed a unique contribution to the religious identity of this people. Although Ugaritic and other ancient Near Eastern sources contain a triumph of the chief god over the divine Sea, there is no parallel to this anywhere in the ancient Near Eastern sources. The exodus tradition represents a distinctive contribution of Israel’s faith not found elsewhere in ancient Near Eastern religious traditions. As early as the exodus tradition and Yahweh’s association with it, Israel’s God becomes known by this historic act of redemption. In this manner, the miraculous association with the exodus event and God’s defeat of the most powerful army known become the means by which Israel recognizes its identity and the basis for its own response of covenantal faithfulness to this deity.

Sinai 

In addition to the exodus tradition, Mark Smith (2003, 25) finds in Yahweh’s southern sanctuary in Sinai (or other mountains) a feature of Israelite religion that has no precedent in Canaanite religion. Here consideration will be given to two aspects of the Sinai tradition: the Golden Calf and the appearance of God in theophany. Matters of law and covenant at Sinai will be discussed later in this chapter in the section on “Law and the Decalogue.”

THE GOLDEN CALF

In the city of Ashkelon, which lies on the coast of southern Palestine, excavations uncovered a massive wall and glacis combined structure that was built during the Middle Bronze IIB (c. 1750–c. 1550 BC) period, when Ashkelon was still Canaanite (not yet Philistine).41 The north gate to the city of this time was approached by a steep ascent. Near the base of this ascent a small “sanctuary” was discovered in which was found a ceramic model shrine in which a 14 ounce, 4" × 4.5" bronze model of a horned calf was found. Traces reveal that the calf was covered with a thick overleaf of pure silver. It would have stood on a small platform and been exhibited as emerging from an “entrance” at the base of the shrine. In Ugaritic mythology and in Canaanite iconography, the calf was associated with Baal.42 Later, Jeroboam I constructed golden calves at Bethel and Ai, which he associated with the worship of Yahweh. Construction of silver images and the worship of calf images is condemned by Hosea (13:1–2).
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Fig. 13. Tel Ashkelon (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Of special interest is Aaron’s construction of the calf image recorded in Exodus 32. In Exodus 32:24 Aaron claims that the calf virtually generated itself, having come forth from the fire. This compares to the “opening of the mouth” rituals surrounding the manufacture of Mesopotamian images. The texts regard the image to have been made in heaven as divine from the beginning. The priests and their rituals do not make it divine. It is made so by the gods of heaven.43 Calf worship here and throughout the Old Testament is not a fertility rite but instead describes a military figure who leads the people into battle. As Janzen shows, the words here used to describe eating, drinking, and playing are used in contexts elsewhere of joyful celebrations at military victories.44 This certainly fits the narratives of the exodus and wilderness wanderings, which are frequently characterized by military threats from Israel’s enemies.
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Fig. 14. Middle Bronze Age silver and bronze calf from Ashkelon (Courtesy of the Israel Antiquities Authority)

Exodus 32:20 and the actions of burning, grinding, and strewing the idol have been compared to a similar series of actions performed in mythological texts from Ugarit.45 Anat burns the god of death, Mot, with fire. She grinds him and scatters him about on a field. It is argued that this is an image of “total destruction,” perhaps a stereotypical description inserted here despite the physical difficulty of actually burning and grinding gold. In fact, the example of the silver calf from Ashkelon suggests that the image may have been (partly?) coated with the metal. Most of the image might have been made of a material susceptible to such an operation. The subsequent drinking of the waters has been likened to the ordeal of the woman suspected of adultery in Numbers 5:11–31. In these and other ancient Near Eastern ordeals, the curses of the oath that the people swear (cf. Exod. 24) will have an effect on them if they have violated their covenant.46

THEOPHANY

In light of the discovery of a calf at Ashkelon and of Janzen’s identification of Exodus with military ritual, it seems appropriate to understand the condemned ritual at Mount Sinai as an attempt by Aaron to portray or invoke a deity, perhaps Yahweh, as coming forth from a southern mountain or mountainous land such as Sinai, Kadesh, or Teman, in order to lead his people on to military victory. Perhaps the calf was intended as an alternative to God on the mountain, where the Israelites had lost patience in their wait for him to lead them.47 As in Exodus 32 where the calf is at the base of the mountain, so at Ashkelon the calf image is at the base of the city. In both cases the image is one of the figure protecting the mountain/city and its people by positioning itself at the entry to the mountain/city. Compare the border sanctuaries of Dan and Bethel, where Jeroboam I set up calf images for the northern kingdom of Israel, and also sanctuaries such as Arad and perhaps Beersheba at the southern borders of Judah.48 However, the tiny size of the Ashkelon image strains credulity as a military image. Perhaps this is a small model of a larger image that existed.
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Fig. 15. Jebel Musa, possible site of Mount Sinai (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Other texts describe the dramatic appearance of Yahweh and his act of leading his people to military victory. See, for example, Deuteronomy 33:2; Judges 5:4–5; Habakkuk 3:3–4; and Yahweh of Teman in the Kun-tillet [image: s1] inscription from c. 800 BC. These encounters, described in what most accept as some of the oldest poetry (and writing) in the Bible, detail how God appears suddenly to his people to wage war on their behalf. Other theophanies are less warlike but no less frightening or life changing. Some occur in Genesis 28:10–17; 32:24–30; Exodus 3–4; 19–20; 24:15–18; Joshua 5:13–15; 1 Kings 18:36–40; 19:9–14; Isaiah 6; Jeremiah 1; and Ezekiel 1. 49

Some scholars see here the origins of the worship of Yahweh in the southern desert of what are today the regions of the Sinai and the Negev. In the topographical list of Pharaoh Amenophis III (c. 1395–1358 BC) is found the expression [image: j43] which can be interpreted, “the Shosu-land of Yahweh” or “Yhw in the land of the Shasu.” Shosu/Shasu was an Egyptian term for groups of nomadic peoples who were located in the desert areas east of Egypt. If this is to be interpreted as the name of a place or people in the area of Seir (Edom) and the southern desert, rather than to the north, then the biblical theophanies mentioned above, the associations in Exodus of Yahweh worship with Midianites and with Sinai, and the revelation of Yahweh in Exodus 3 and 6 may be related.50 This does not necessarily relate the Egyptian term to Israelites (although that is possible). It simply argues that Yahweh was known and worshiped in the deserts south of Canaan in the fourteenth century BC.51 However, there are those who question the identification of this place name with Yahweh.52 Even so, Smith is correct in affirming the early identification of Yahweh with sources in the southern desert (Judg. 1:16; 4:11; 5:4–6, 24). He suggests that the desert origins parallel those of the Ugaritic god Athtar (rather than Baal), who is both a warrior deity and a precipitation-producing deity associated with inland desert sites. He notes that Numbers 23:8, 22 and 24:8 associate the god of the exodus with El, and argues that El should be distinguished from Yahweh.53

Although the study of the characteristics of the God of Israel is a topic proper to Old Testament theology, it is important to see certain aspects of Yahweh that are evident from extrabiblical and biblical sources. For example, Yahweh, like El, is gracious and compassionate.54 This is evident in Exodus 34:6–7, a key text in the analysis of God’s character. The first set of characteristics enumerated is “merciful and gracious.” The gracious (Hebrew root [image: j44] character of God is found in seventh/sixth century BC inscriptions from Khirbet Beit Lei and the Jerusalem amulet, as well as throughout the Bible.55

The fact that Yahweh allows no images of himself is unusual in comparison with other ancient Near Eastern deities. This aniconic character is stated in the Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:3–6; Deut. 5:7–10) and attested by the invisible enthronement of Yahweh upon the Ark of the Covenant and between the cherubim in the sanctuary.56 For the use of standing stones [image: j45] see p. 198. Challenges to this message include the golden calf of Exodus 32 and the bulls that Jeroboam I erected at Dan and Bethel.57

Yahweh’s role as warrior is found early and consistently in the history of Israel. In addition to the poems of Exodus 15 and Judges 5, where Yahweh fights battles on behalf of Israel against Egypt and the Canaan-ites, he battles alone against the Philistine deities (1 Sam. 5:1–5) and later will fight against Israel itself when it violates God’s covenant.58

As in these examples, there occurs a pattern in the Baal cycle and other mythologies of the West Semitic world: the march of the divine warrior; the convulsing of nature; the return of the divine warrior to his holy mountain and the assumption of kingship; and the utterance of the thunder or voice of the warrior with the provision of rain to fertilize the earth.59 Among the enemies that Yahweh fights are: Yam “Sea,”60 Rahab,61 the seven-headed dragon Leviathan,62 and Mot “Death.”63 Isaiah 51:9–11 joins Rahab with dragon (tannin) and “Sea” (Yam).

As for the mountain, Zaphon “the north” in Ugaritic imagery was Jebel el-Aqra‘. Its Hittite name was .[image: j46]. Its Classical identification was Mons Cassius, where Zeus and Typhon fought. The divine warrior has an association with Mount Zion/Zaphon.64

Yahweh’s voice, his power to give rain, and its association with the temple occur in many biblical texts.65 Joel 3:9–18 [Heb. 4:9–18] associates various aspects of the divine mountain and Yahweh’s voice.66 This imagery anticipated another key characteristic of Israel’s God: his role as king. Exodus 15:18 anticipates many of the psalms when it concludes praise of God’s victory with the confession, “Yahweh will reign forever and ever.” To convey this kingly theme, Israel borrowed the mythological motifs of Baal’s victory over Yamm (“Sea”) and the consequent establishment of his kingship as a medium to establish Yahweh’s kingship in relation to the greatest military power of the day, Egypt.67 As with Baal and others, this establishment of kingship entails first rulership over the divine assembly, which in the myths is made up of gods. In the accounts of Yahweh, it is made up of angelic beings (1 Kings 22; Job 2; Ps. 82; Isa. 6) who act in accordance with Yahweh’s will. Unlike the mythologies there is no disagreement in the divine assembly of Israel’s God. All obey God alone. More than any other text, Psalm 82 demonstrates the absolute dominion of Yahweh over all the assembly, so that he can and does depose the ones given authority to rule over various nations of the world.

Although the kingship of Yahweh was affirmed in the earliest records of Israel as a nation, this was an extension of the role of Yahweh as the family god, the God of the fathers for the whole family or nation of Israel. Its application to David is seen in Psalm 2 and Psalm 89:19–37 [Heb. 20–38].68

Religious Aspects of the Covenant and Deuteronomic Law 

Covenant Making 

The first mention of the term “covenant” in the Hebrew Bible is in Genesis 9:9–17, which describes the covenant between God and Noah after the flood of the preceding chapters. This is one of three major covenants in the Pentateuch, the others being the one made with Abram and his successors in Genesis 12:1–3 and the following chapters, and the covenant between God and the nation of Israel on Mount Sinai. In their literary contexts, these covenants each emphasize a different mediator: Noah, Abraham, and Moses respectively. They each reveal God by a different name: Elohim, El Shaddai, Yahweh. They also each contain a different sign: rainbow, circumcision (Gen. 15), and Sabbath.69

The covenant of Genesis 12:1–3 is repeated many times as a promise to Abram and to his descendants. Of greatest interest in terms of comparative West Semitic religions is the covenant-making act of Genesis 15, especially verses 9–17. Here God made a covenant by instructing Abram to cut certain animals into two pieces. After this, God made a promise to Abram and then, in the form of a smoking firepot, he alone passed between the pieces. Thus God took an oath by his very life that he would fulfill his promises. The act of killing animals as part of a treaty ceremony is attested in the Middle Bronze Age (c. 2000–c. 1550 BC) at Mari for the purposes of a treaty and at Alalakh as part of a land grant.70 The use of treaty forms in covenant making in order to describe a new relationship with a deity is not unknown at Mari and possibly also at Emar.71 Nevertheless, it is not as developed and refined as in Genesis and especially in Deuteronomy.72

Law and the Decalogue 

There are many laws in the Pentateuch that are relevant to religious practice. Some of the cultic laws have been examined in the above section, chapter 4, especially under the Late Bronze Age (c. 1550–c. 1200 BC) archives at Emar. However, some of the most important distinctives of Israelite religion occur in the Decalogue (Exod. 20; Deut. 5). The laws regarding the worship of no other god, the prohibition of images, and the observance of the Sabbath play a key role in distinguishing Israel from its neighbors.73

The question of the dating of the Decalogue is a vexed one. Some scholars find it to be a postexilic (after 539 BC) production that sought to summarize the law.74 This may be possible but there is no empirical evidence on which to demonstrate either an earlier or later dating of the work. Internal evidence, such as the relationship of the second half of the Decalogue (in its Masoretic Text form) to the structure of Deuteronomy 12–26 and its location in Deuteronomy before those laws and in Exodus before the Book of the Covenant may imply that the more detailed laws are expansive and derivative, but this also cannot be demonstrated beyond all doubt.75 Nevertheless, the contents of the Decalogue formed an essential part of Israelite belief at the time of their composition, and this implies a long-standing constituent of central beliefs of their religion.

Exodus 20:3 (Deut. 5:7) prohibits the worship of any god other than Yahweh, or the placement of “any other god before me.” This seems to be categorical and exclusive of competing deities among the nations that Israel was to drive out, as well as among those with whom they may live peacefully. This implies an allegiance to the nation of Israel and to its covenant, as opposed to an alliance with any other nation and its god(s). Yahweh is not just first but alone worthy of devotion. The unique reality of Yahweh lies behind the Shema‘: Hear O Israel Yahweh our God Yahweh alone (or “is one”). This statement in Deuteronomy 6:4 may itself have become a slogan, used by Israelites who supported exclusive devotion to Yahweh.76

The larger question for the religion of Israel is when this law emerged in the nation. The law itself does not require a philosophical monotheism, but rather demands that only Yahweh be recognized as deity by his followers. The idea of the worship of a single deity has a significant precedent in the Amarna revolution in Egypt of the mid-fourteenth century BC. The royal family appears to have recognized only one deity, the divine Aten. At least one Egyptian text suggests that one of the kings of the Hyksos, the West Semitic rulers of Egypt before 1550 BC, worshiped Seth (= Baal) alone.77 Thus the idea of the worship of a single deity need not have been original to Egypt, but may have been borrowed from earlier West Semitic peoples. In any case, the sun disk Aten, who was worshiped as god alone by Pharaoh Akhenaten in the fourteenth century BC, had parallels with the later revelation of Yahweh. He is pictured and described with a face, heart, mouth, and limbs. He is referred to as father and Akhenaten is his son. This pharaoh banned the Egyptian word for (multiple) gods.78 Indeed, there is no evidence in early Israel that the elimination of other spiritual beings was carried so far. Rather in early poetry, such as Exodus 15:11, the incomparability of Yahweh is affirmed.
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Fig. 16. Tel Bethsaida (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Attempts to find the worship of a single god in the Babylonian exaltation of Marduk or in some of the Ugaritic texts79 have not been successful. However, the principle of the high god El’s possessing a name that itself encompasses the entire divinity of Ugarit insofar as it functions as a generic term for “god” suggests a West Semitic context in which the worship of a single deity could emerge.80

Nevertheless, the Egyptian model provides a Late Bronze Age antecedent that renders possible a similar view of Israel’s God, especially in light of the close association between Egypt and earliest Israel in the biblical traditions. This analogy renders the command in the Decalogue as possible and plausible. There is no extrabiblical evidence to support it in early Israel but neither is there any to demonstrate that early Israel worshiped a chief god other than Yahweh. James Hoffmeier (2005, 181–92) summarizes evidence for the literary unity of Exodus 20–24 and its formal comparison with second millennium BC Hittite vassal treaties. What little evidence exists supports the observation of Judges 2:10–13, that early Israel consistently ignored this injunction and sought to worship other deities.

Exodus 20:4–6 (Deut. 5:8–10) prohibits the construction of images of deities, especially of Israel’s God. It is closely tied with the preceding prohibition. The reason may be found in Deuteronomy 4:15–20 (v. 15, “You saw no form on the day Yahweh spoke to you at Horeb from the midst of the fire”). No rival human witness is acceptable, nor any attempt to transform the worship of the living God into an attachment to a particular object, institution, or routine. The imageless nature of the worship of Yahweh has also been compared with Pharaoh Akhe–naten’s Amarna revolution. However, this religion did use and display an image of the sun disk itself as well as the rays that emanated from it. The same is true of the Iron Age cult center at the gate of Tel Beth-saida, north of the Sea of Galilee. Here the moon cult is represented by a crescent shape.81 Perhaps closer in type are the unworked standing stones, stelae, or [image: j47]of the Negev and adjacent Sinai area, as discussed above.82 Yet, insofar as these stones represent deities, they function as images. A better representation may lie in the Taanach cult stand from the tenth century BC and the possible imageless representation of Yahweh there. See discussion in chapter 8, “The United Monarchy.” Note also the lack of male images in Israel in most of the iconography of the monarchy.83 Although the evidence is negative, it is difficult to argue otherwise when the absence of images is the point to be demonstrated. As noted, this aniconism remains throughout the period of Israel’s history.

Exodus 20:8–11 (Deut. 5:12–15) commands observance of the Sabbath (Heb. [image: j48], a word whose etymology is related to a root meaning “to cease.” Nevertheless, the sanctifying of the Sabbath carries with it a positive function as well, “to make holy.” In the Exodus Decalogue the rationale presented is that of God’s rest on the seventh day of creation. This makes the Sabbath observance a reflection of the created order. In Deuteronomy the reason for the Sabbath is attached to God’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt. In the Dead Sea Scroll fragments, one text conflates the Deuteronomy and Exodus rationales.84 The many other manuscripts that we have of Deuteronomy and Exodus have not conflated these reasons but have preserved them separately.

The Sabbath as the setting aside of one day out of every seven to worship God was considered unique to ancient Israel. See the discussion in chapter 4 under Emar, where the West Semitic zukru festival has a seven-day period of observance. However, this is not the same as a special observance every week. In Egypt, a “week” was ten days long (Hoffmeier 2005, 173). In Mesopotamia, the Akkadian šappatu identified the fifteenth day of each lunar month. However, it remains unclear that this had any religious significance or relationship to the Israelite Sabbath. A cuneiform text relating to rituals at the temple of the sun god of Sippar in Babylonia mentions liturgical activities to be carried on at the temple on the eighth and fifteenth days of every month as well as possibly on the first day. This provides the closest similarity to a Sabbath outside of the Bible.85 However, it differs from the biblical Sabbath that occurred every seven days and, rather than a time of special temple rites, remained a day of rest especially for the worker and the slave.86 The biblical Sabbath is connected with the sanctification of time, just as sacrifice is related to the sanctification of the world. In each case part of the whole is given back to the Creator in recognition of his prior ownership. This is the key idea behind this law. Shea argues that Sargon’s account of the conquest of Judean Gath in 712 BC preserves the earliest extrabiblical mention of the Sabbath when it notes that the city was entered ina 7–šu, “on its seventh day.” This is possible but the text may be interpreted other than as an indication of a Sabbath observance. If it is so read, however, it would be the earliest extrabiblical reference to the Sabbath.87

Treaty and Covenant 

The form of certain biblical covenants is related to the ancient Near Eastern treaty form. Therefore, to understand the biblical covenant it is necessary to study the ancient Near Eastern treaty. In the ancient Near East, when two countries sought to have peace, they would draw up a treaty. Treaties between parties of equal power are called parity treaties. Treaties between unequal parties are called vassal treaties because the weaker country became a vassal to the stronger country. Although the forms of these two types of treaties are similar, there are some differences. The reader is encouraged to review the discussion of the vassal treaty structure and Deuteronomy as outlined in the sixth point critiquing the Documentary Hypothesis in the excursus in chapter 3. There it is argued that the overall structure of Deuteronomy preserves in a distinctive manner that of the Hittite suzerain-vassal treaty of the thirteenth century BC.

The concept of the covenant as a relationship between God and people and as designated by the West Semitic word br(y)t occurs already in thirteenth-century BC Egypt and in the title of a contemporary Hurrian hymn from Ugarit: God of the covenant.88 Thus this term was widely known and used in the ancient Near East of the Late Bronze Age.

A comparison with the Hittite vassal treaty structure may also address theological issues in the understanding of the Sinai covenant itself. For example, does disobedience bring an end to the covenant? This is not a contract that effects eternal alienation because of one breach. The covenant ends through persistent disobedience that mocks the commitment at the heart of the covenant. Even then, such cases are not definitive. The Great Kings of the Hittites emphasized their mercy, their renewal of favor to a perjured vassal. However, no treaty was unbreakable. This was true even of land grants, defined by some as unconditional, but in fact containing clauses that state that disobedience brings an end to the grant.89 Nevertheless, mercy was present. Mercy could also be expected from Israel’s God. God held out hope for forgiveness. This occurs in a cult that allowed for repentance, forgiveness, and the restoration of relationship with God.

The nature of the covenant emphasized the importance of personal responsibility. Such a personal nature to the covenant, coupled with individual responsibility, led directly to Jeremiah’s hope of a new covenant written on the hearts of people (Jer. 31:31–34).

Further, there are terms whose usage in treaties parallels their appearance in the biblical covenants. Perhaps best known is the biblical term (here a verb) for “love,” [image: j49]. In treaties this describes that which is owed to an overlord: to be faithful, to be dedicated in service, to be ready to die for the overlord. The treaty established a family-like relationship that involved love and obedience as one.90 Note, however, that Nicholson (1986) and others have criticized this understanding. They properly point out that this terminology also belongs to everyday life and is not unique to covenants. Further, Ackerman (2002) sees love in the treaty context as normally coming from the member of superior status in a relationship rather than inferior status. Lapsley (2003) concludes that an emotional component is essential to the understanding of love in Deuteronomy. Nevertheless, the importance of mutual commitment and loyalty in the context of love remains as a foundation of the relationship as understood in the Bible as well as the treaty. Likewise, the term for “servant,” ‘ebed, describes one who owes exclusive loyalty to the overlord (Deut. 9:27). “To know someone,” [image: j50] is to recognize them as overlord (Deut. 7:9; 11:2) or as vassal (Deut. 13:3). The description of a “special people,” [image: j51] describes a special relationship, not based on natural ties but on election. This could include a wife’s relation to a husband, a king’s relation to a deity, and a vassal’s relationship to an overlord (Deut. 7:6).

The covenant that God made with Abram in Genesis 12 and repeated in the following chapters exemplifies a promissory covenant.91 Abram acted faithfully toward God, but God made the covenant as a gracious act without any previous agreement. This covenant had no legal demands on the part of Abram. It was a promise kept solely on the basis of God’s word, a word given in grace and maintained in grace. For this reason, some have compared this covenant with grants of lands and privileges that kings gave to loyal supporters in the ancient world.92 However, there is no standard form for such grants nor are the grants without conditions.93 In nearly all cases where the full text of the grant is recorded (whether Hittite, Ugaritic, or Akkadian), there is either an implicit or often an explicit demand of the king for loyalty and specific acts of service. The same, of course, is true for both Abram and David. They and their successors were called to loyal faithfulness.94

Summary 

This chapter has examined materials in and related to the Pentateuch. Building on the analysis of chapter 3 and particularly the section on “Religion History, Tradition History, and Orality,” and the excursus on the Documentary Hypothesis, it was considered best to examine here the major streams of narrative and covenant literature, and in the subsequent chapter the priestly literature. Although these streams interweave and include materials not usually identified with them, this approach provides a review of many of the major religious emphases found in or relevant to the first five books of the Bible. Thus the narrative strands early on describe the great inclusiveness of the Table of Nations in Genesis 10 and continue this theme in the religion of the ancestors found in Genesis 12–50. The story shifts in Exodus to a battle for Israel’s survival against Egypt and its deities, and then against Israel’s own propensities to reject the warrior Yahweh from the southern desert in favor of the golden calf.

The covenant and Deuteronomic law witnessed to the adaptation and transformation of religious rites. This could include the significance of killing animals, now not only for vows associated with secular land grants but also for the covenant between God and Abraham in Genesis 15. The distinctive laws of worshiping Yahweh alone are preceded by Pharoah Akhenaten’s worship of Aten in fourteenth-century Egypt. The prohibition of images of the deity reminds one of the absence of formed images in the Negev and Sinai. A seventh day Sabbath-like observance may be found at a temple in Sippar. However, in every case these antecedents and parallels have been altered and transformed in the biblical traditions according to the theology of the writers and editors.95 However, all are transformed in the Decalogue and the legal stipulations of the Book of the Covenant and in subsequent legal collections. These were summarized in the treaty-turned-covenant of Deuteronomy where the means by which the seriousness of a permanent relationship between Yahweh and Israel was defined by transforming this international medium of defining secular relationships. It remains to consider the significance of the priestly and cultic literature in the strands of the Pentateuch.
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Creation 

The role of Genesis 1:1–2:4a in the priestly strands of the Pentateuch is usually defined in light of its emphasis on the importance of the Sab-bath as well as the distinction between the sky, waters, and dry ground for creation. These are considered of special interest to the priests, as for example, the discussion of clean and unclean animals below indicates. Genesis 1:2 presents God’s spirit hovering over the waters of the deep and may reflect themes of the battle between the storm god and the sea, as described above in the section on the mythological texts at Mari and Ugarit. In Genesis 1, however, there is no explicit statement of this theme.1 If anything, there is a reservation about affirming such myths. To the contrary, many find here an antipolytheistic religious polemic. For example, the absence of the words for “sun” and “moon” in the account of their creation may reflect a reluctance to name these deities (Gen. 1:14–18) who were worshiped in the ancient West Semitic world, and even in Palestine, as suggested by the place names Beth Shemesh (house/ temple of the sun [deity]) and Jericho ([shrine of the] moon [deity]).2 Further examples of such polemic may occur in the commands to “be fruitful and multiply,” as applied to animals (1:22) and people (1:28). This can be understood as a direct assault on any attempt to ascribe reproductive power to a god or goddess (Baal or Asherah) insofar as the power to reproduce is explicitly given by Israel’s God to creatures. They do not need to obtain it from other deities. They already possess it.3

Personal Names 

The Name of God (Gen. 4:26) 

Although Yahweh and Elohim are both used throughout Genesis as names of God, there has been much discussion asking by what name God was known to those who lived before the revelation of Exodus 6. This discussion revolves around the interpretation of Genesis 4:26.

The comment attached to Enosh in 4:26 describes his generation as a time of confessing the name of Yahweh in prayer. This raises a problem with Exodus 6:3 which the NIV translates, “I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob as God Almighty [= El Shaddai], but by my name the Lord [= Yahweh] I did not make myself known to them.” Does this contradict Genesis 4:26? This issue raises basic questions about the religion of those who worshiped God before Moses. Several solutions have been proposed.4

For source critics Genesis 4:26 is assigned to the JE or the narrative source, while Exodus 6:3 is related to the P or priestly source. Using source criticism, it is possible to explain the origins of the two contradictory claims. The assumption is that JE is earlier and P updates the story of Moses so that the revelation of God’s divine name occurs there. From P’s perspective, all the occurrences in JE in Genesis are anachronistic. To those who are not convinced of the dating of these sources, there appears to be a contradiction in which P has retained uses of the divine name that are said to occur before the name was actually revealed.

Others understand that something special was made known in Exodus 6 that was not revealed earlier.5 It is implicit in the name Yahweh, but not equal to that name. This could include the practice of worship itself, a special revelation of the deity, or his being made known in the events of the exodus and Sinai.6 Warning (2001) has studied the occurrences of El Shaddai in Genesis and Exodus. The divine name occurs seven times and the seventh is in Exodus 6:3. He concludes that this is a summary and concluding statement that reviews the previous occurrences and now, with the revelation of God’s name, anticipates a new revelation of God.

Some translate the second half of Exodus 6:3 as a question, “and did I not make myself known to them by my name Yahweh?” This is an example of affirmation by exclamatory negation and would resolve the issue.7 But what is not made clear is how it fits into the context of Exodus 6.

Another view is that Yahweh’s name was first revealed in Moses’ day but then was retrojected back into the earlier periods by an author who discerned here and there a special manifestation of God’s personal character.8 This is the understanding of Moberly.9 For him, Exodus 6:3 should be interpreted in a way that means that the name of Yahweh was unknown to the Genesis ancestors. El Shaddai was the name that God used, a name connected with divine promises of blessing and especially with promises of descendants.10 Genesis often uses the generic name for God, Elohim, which is consistent with the open and inclusive religious perspective of the Genesis ancestors. Yahweh’s name was written into the ancestral accounts as part of the theological reflection and appropriation of these accounts, especially those of Abraham in whose stories Yahweh appears most frequently.

In a careful linguistic analysis of the statements in Exodus 6:3, Garr (1992) has argued that El Shaddai is part of the revelation of God while Yahweh is expressed as the full revelation of the one who is God. God appears in Genesis as El Shaddai in his promises to the Genesis ancestors.11 Of these, the promise of increase in number has already begun to be fulfilled (Gen. 47:27; Exod. 1:7) but that of land and a new relationship await fulfillment. Yahweh appears in Genesis 17 and 21. When God promises the covenant of a relationship in Genesis 17:7, he does so as El Shaddai and the verbal forms expressed unrealized situations. When this promise is remembered in Exodus 6:4, it is as Yahweh and the verbal forms describe a certain event, which will now be fulfilled (Exod. 6:7) through Yahweh. The verb “to be known” in Exodus 6:3 implies an exclusive covenant relationship. As God keeps his promises fully, he becomes known as Yahweh in the period of Moses.

From the standpoint of the history of Yahwism, it is important to note that Exodus 6:2–3 confirms that Yahweh originally revealed himself as El, the traditional name of the chief god of the West Semitic pantheon.12 This was evident whether he was manifest as El Shaddai, El Elyon, or another El figure. The Middle Bronze Age (c. 2000–1550 BC) origins of the name Yahweh (see below) place the identification with El in this period, traditionally associated by some with the Genesis ancestors, when Yahweh was known by these El names.

In Exodus 3:14 God identifies his name as [image: j54] “I am who I am” or “I will be who I will be.” This interpretation suggests that the name, Yahweh, was possibly a verbal form based on the hwyh root, “to be.” In the hiphil or causative form, this means “to cause to be.” As yhwh it appears to some as a third person imperfect of either the basic or the causative stem. It has been suggested that the name is a shortened form that includes God’s other name, El. Frank Moore Cross identifies the original “sentence name” as (el) [image: j55] “El who creates the hosts.”13 Alternatively, Johannes de Moor (1990b, 234–47; 1997), on the basis of [image: j56]and similar names from Mari and other Amorite sources of the early second millennium BC, suggests an original [image: j57] “Let El be.” De Moor wants to assign the name to an early ancestor of Israel, but there is no evidence for this. Cross’s reconstruction is speculative although it seems possible that the name should be understood as a causative form, because Aramaic causatives of hyh occur.14 Further, the complement with El is not surprising and likely reflects an attempt to identify the chief god of the West Semitic pantheon with Israel’s deity. However, Tropper (2001) has pointed out the difficulties of this analysis given the general absence of divine names based on causative verbal forms with the y-prefix and the impossibility of explaining the vowels used to vocalize this name. For Tropper the name had two variant forms that cannot be geographically defined in the preexilic period, Yahu and Yahwa. Tropper believes that the name is based on a duplicated stem, wah-wah, or something similar, whose original meaning has been lost.

No single explanation emerges as convincing. However, this statement of essential being in Exodus 3:14 forms the basis for understanding Yahweh as life and as the giver of life.15

Seth’s Line (Gen. 5) 

In its context Genesis 516 is preceded by the line of Cain in Genesis 4. In that line the general topics of culture and civilization are introduced into the human race. We should note that Cain’s line ends with Lamech and his immediate offspring. It progresses no further. This contrasts with the line of Genesis 5 where the line will continue on with Noah and his descendants. This point is brought home forcibly by the prologue to Genesis 5 in 4:25–26. There the Cainite line is specifically brought to an end with the birth of Seth, not because he is meant as a substitute for Cain but because he is the substitute for Abel whose line Cain sought to interrupt and destroy. Cain’s plot is now foiled and Seth provides new hope for humanity.17 The names of this line and the notes associated with the name bearers reflect a spiritual dimension.

Thus Adam is tied most closely with this line. Indeed, the name Adam first appears in 4:25. Before this verse in Genesis, all occurrences of the Hebrew word [image: j58] should be translated by the common noun, “man,” or, in the case of 1:26–27, the generic “humanity.” Thus the name means “humanity.” Indeed, Adam’s “grandson” Enosh also carries a name with a synonymous meaning, “humanity.” In a sense this is the confession that is made at the naming of Seth, whose name is related to the word for “substitute.” Enosh becomes the new Adam, the new progenitor of the line of hope. Thus with two figures at the beginning of the line whose names mean “humanity,” the text proceeds to emphasize what it sees as the direction where humanity should go. Also important to see in Genesis 4:26 is the way in which the line of Genesis 5 is prefaced with a time when people began to pray. Thus the expectation is enhanced that the line of Enosh is one of special spiritual significance.

The other names begin with Kenan, which is the name Cain plus a suffix. As Adam fathered Cain in Genesis 4, so the second Adam, Enosh, fathers a Cain in the line of Genesis 5. Kenan serves to relate the two genealogies and to prepare for the contrast that follows in the names of Seth’s line.

Mahalalel can be translated “praising El” or “praise of El.” Jared means “to descend” and, as is the custom in ancient Near Eastern names, may be a shortened form of a name that confesses God’s act of descending to bring aid. We may compare God’s descent to inspect the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11:5. The same verb is used there as appears in the name Jared. Enoch probably means something to do with introducing or initiating. However, the emphasis on this figure lies with his walk with God and with his ascent to heaven.

Methuselah, in contrast to the previous names, may suggest a figure with a pagan name. It may mean “devotee of Shalach,” an underworld deity, or the second half of the name may be an epithet of God with a meaning such as a “missile.” This is supported by the absence of Shalach as a divine name anywhere in the Near East. If so, it suggests the meaning of a devotee of God who protects the devotee like a weapon. Such would not be an unheard-of idea, especially in light of the many, early comparisons of God as a rock in the Bible.18 In both cases the sense of security and protection of God would be preeminent.

For Lamech, we have no etymology. However, his prophecy, given when he named Noah, confessed his belief in Yahweh who cursed the ground. In this way he contrasts with the Lamech of Genesis 4 and is not to be understood as rebellious.19 Also Lamech’s lifespan of 777 years is significant, though exactly how may no longer be clear. We can only note that seven is a number of completion that in Genesis 1 is the number of the day given over to God. As in Genesis 4, so here the bearer of the name Lamech forms a transition in the genealogy.20 In Cain’s line, it is a transition from a linear to a segmented genealogy with brothers and sisters. In Genesis 5 the transition is from the line of Seth to Noah and his line.21

Thus, with the possible exception of Methuselah, each figure, through the meaning of his name or through an associated comment, suggests an emphasis on the spiritual and in some cases possibly on one who can be identified later with the God of Israel. Like the names in Cain’s line, these betray early origins. Before the Hellenistic period, the personal name Adam occurs in no clearly attested example later than the thirteenth century BC at Emar. Attested as early as the twenty-fourth century at Ebla, Adam forms part of a month name and occurs as a divine name. Elements such as the root behind Jared and the first vocable in Methuselah occur almost entirely in names of the second millennium BC but are not found in West Semitic personal names of the first millennium BC. The other elements used in these personal names occur in West Semitic names found in both the second and first millennia BC.22 As with the genealogy of Cain, this line may best be dated in large part to the second millennium BC and Middle or Late Bronze Age (c. 1550–c. 1200 BC).

Shem’s Line (Gen. 11) 

There are two parts to Genesis 11. The first is the Tower of Babel narrative whose primary purpose is to demonstrate the inability of humanity to make a name for themselves through any efforts of their own. They cannot reach God through building a tower just as the race of Genesis 6:1–4 could not reach God through trying to produce bigger and longer-lived offspring. The attempt of the tower builders to assault heaven, and thereby to challenge God, is a violation of the divine will that is condemned in the Bible and in ancient Near Eastern literature.23 However, this time the divine judgment is not a flood but a dispersal of the nations as described in Genesis 10. God will make a name for the one whom he chooses, and that choice is found in the line of Shem, whose name in Hebrew is the word for “name.” The concern, “lest we be scattered across the earth,” describes a fear for the loss of identity.24

As 11:2 identifies the location of Babel, so locations form an important theme in the line of Shem. This is especially apparent from the names of Serug, Nahor, and Terah. All of these may be related to similarly sounding city names in the area around Harran, the home of Abram before he began his journey to Canaan. The names of Peleg and Eber may suggest migration from one place to another. The former is identified with the root for “division,” and may associate the division of early groups of people with Peleg’s group moving away. The consonants of Eber are identical with the Hebrew root “to cross over.” The context locates Abram’s family in northern Syria around Harran.

There is a second theme running through the names of Genesis 11, one already noted with the name of Shem. It is a theme of the relationship of this line to God or at least to spiritual matters. Shelah has the same name as the second element in the name Methuselah. Whether it refers to a deity or is a divine epithet, Shelah may reflect the paganism of Abram’s forefathers, something specifically said of Laban (Gen. 31:53), and of Nahor and Terah (Josh. 24:2). The name Reu means “friend.” It may be a shortened form of an expression such as “friend of God” or it also may suggest a friendship with a pagan deity. The name Abram itself also carries a possible double meaning to its name, either “[my] father is the deity Ram” or “[my] father is exalted.” Even in the latter case, we cannot be certain if this name refers to God or to another deity.

Genesis 11 thus sets the stage for the appearance of Abram, whose ancestry locates him in northern Syria and whose ancestors appear as figures worshiping different deities. Both locale and belief would change with the calling of God and Abram’s response in faith. The historical roots of these names may be traced back to the early second millennium BC insofar as the personal names may be identified with places in northern Mesopotamia.

Summary of the Personal Names in Genesis 1–11 

The names that are useful for analysis in terms of their etymology suggest that these genealogies, at least in part, are connected with earliest Israel’s traditions. In general, the lists are best analyzed as originating in the Bronze Age of the second millennium BC in a West Semitic context.25 One may go further and suggest a Middle Bronze origin in the Amorite region at the headwaters of the Euphrates River. If so then these lists remember a time when people worshiped various deities, including those of the underworld. The lists were at some time incorporated into their present place in Israel’s sacred literature, at which point the divine elements were forgotten, muted, or changed so that, at least in terms of Abram’s line in Genesis 5 and 11, there remained no divine name that could not be either an epithet, as in Methuselah, or a generic designation for “god,” as for example ?el in Mahalalel.

Sacrifice 

Israelite religion is probably considered more often in the context of sacrifice than of any other concept. The priestly and cultic literature of the Pentateuch abounds with examples of and regulations regarding sacrifice. Although some see the first biblical account of sacrifice in the provision of animal skins (Gen. 3:21) that God makes for Adam and Eve, its appearance with Cain and Abel seems actually to be the first example of an offering that is initiated by the people who make it and of the offering as freely given to God.

Some of the issues raised here may serve as an introduction to the more general topic of sacrifice in ancient Israel. For instance, the biblical text gives no explicit reason for God’s preference for Abel’s offering. This has given rise to speculation concerning this sacrifice and the biblical understanding of sacrifice in general.26 Some, focusing on the different occupations of the two, have found a distinction in the types of offerings given by Cain and Abel.27 This involves the assumption that Cain represents settled farmers while Abel symbolizes the nomadic herders. Since there is no internal textual reason to suggest this was the purpose of Genesis 4, it should not be emphasized.

A second alternative makes the lack of a specific mention in the text the point of the argument. Cain and Abel were judged by divine decision that can neither be questioned nor understood.28 This conclusion seems more a counsel of desperation than a model of exegesis. Van Wolde (1991, 29) argues that the looking and not looking of Yahweh indicates nothing about preference. But this is unlikely given the consistent usage of this biblical expression. When God “looks” at something it always suggests evaluation, usually favor (when disapproval, it is explicit).

A related view argues that God is capricious and arbitrary.29 He is an unpredictable figure in this story, one who makes mistakes and repents. However, this argument seems problematic. In this passage of Genesis 4, a capricious deity would not provide for any redress of Abel’s murder. Perhaps the interpretation reflects more the search for an ethically ambiguous figure of deity.

Nor is it likely that what was brought has anything to do with the issue. Cain’s tribute is described as a [image: j59] “offering.” The word refers both to a grain offering (Gen. 4:3) and to a meat offering (Gen. 4:4). Thus it is not clear that the intent is to build upon the cursed ground of Genesis 3:17 and to reject Cain’s offering because it came from the ground.30

The text does make a distinction between Abel’s offering “from the firstborn of his flock and their fat” and Cain’s offering “from the fruit of the land.”31 In offering the firstborn, Abel’s act parallels that of Israelite sacrifices in which the firstborn represents both that which belongs to God as well as the entirety of the flock. By giving the firstborn and the best of the animal (i.e., the fat), Abel is understood as having given everything to God.

We now turn to consider sacrifice as a means of access to the larger cultic system as described in the “priestly” material of the Pentateuch. First, two major approaches to the sacrificial and cultic system will be examined: the origins approach and the structuralist approach. Then consideration will be given to the literary context of the cultic presentation. The ancient Near Eastern comparisons will also be considered, as well as what might be learned from them. As outlined in the biblical texts, the cultic system presents an ideal, as does much of the law in the Pentateuch. Although this is not necessarily identical to the actual religious practice of ancient Israel, the texts do provide a means of access into Israel’s religious life. The ancient Near Eastern parallels discussed here, as well as those described in chapter 4 (especially the sections on Emar and Ugarit), suggest that many of the practices in these texts have a greater antiquity than was formerly thought.

The Origins Approach 

This is the traditional method by which scholars divided the Penta-teuchal texts into sources. Thus the Passover in Exodus 12 was understood as made up of the following literary sources: P 12:1–20, 28, 40–51; 13:1–2; J 12:21–23, 27b, 29–34; and 37–39; D 12:24–27a and 13:3–16; E 12:35–36.32 Behind these were the oral sources of tradition history. In this case the Passover was thought to have arisen from various pre-Israelite Canaanite (or otherwise non-Israelite) feasts.

For example, Julius Wellhausen identified a spring agricultural festival [image: j59]as the origin of the Feast of Unleavened Bread that immediately followed Passover in the biblical calendar. The Passover itself was not associated with the Feast of Unleavened Bread until about 621 BC, at the time of the Judean king Josiah’s reform.33 For Leonard Rost, the Passover was originally a primitive sacrificial ritual of nomads. They celebrated the rite of sacrificing a lamb to their god(s) before moving on to their arable summer pastures. Roland de Vaux understood the Passover as a springtime sacrifice of a young animal prior to migration to the summer pastures. Blood was smeared on the tent posts to ward off evil spirits. Although combined relatively late, these settled and nomadic rituals predated Israel and thus the exodus itself (Martin Noth). Therefore Brevard Childs saw the Passover as pre-Israelite and only later attached to the exodus from Egypt.

This critical interpretation of the origin and development of the Passover was not without its own criticism. John Van Seters argued that the theories are speculative, lacking any evidence.34 Supporting this, Alexander (1995) observes that wherever the Passover is mentioned in the Pentateuch, the Feast of Unleavened Bread also occurs.35 Thus there is no literary basis for dividing the two based on supposed origins.

The discovery and study of the zukru festival at thirteenth-century BC Emar has shed light on the discussion. The zukru demonstrates that there were special festivals in the spring among West Semitic groups such as the population at Emar.36 The zukru is derived from the same verbal root (zkr, “to remember, invoke”) as that found in the biblical description of Passover in Exodus 12:14 and Leviticus 23:24. The zukru began on the fifteenth day of the first month and lasted seven days, just like the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Twilight was a critical time, a lamb was roasted, and distinctive bread and herbs were eaten— just like the Passover. In this early period this was a festival of a settled people that combined the major elements of the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Thus the interpretations of the Passover as a late combination of a nomadic festival where the meat was consumed, and of an agricultural festival where bread was eaten, have no warrant. They were both joined from the beginning and both festivals were focused on the community’s great god (Dagan or Yahweh).37

The Structuralist Approach 

A structuralist approach to sacrifice examines the significance of the act in the context of the network of contemporary symbols and understandings arising from the culture itself. In contrast to an origins approach, it considers the primary interpretation of meaning to derive from the contemporary society’s usage of sacrifice within its cult, rather than from a hypothetical origin and evolution. The work of Mary Douglas is representative of this approach.38

Before examining sacrifice in this context it is important to consider the context of the sacred and the profane in which sacrifice takes place. The construction of the tabernacle (Exod. 25–30, 35–40), the institution of sacrifices (Lev. 1–7), the consecration of the priests (Lev. 8–10), and the great day for the eradication of impurity from the nation of Israel (Lev. 16) are all intertwined with concerns about the holiness of the people as a community before God (Exod. 24, 31–34; Lev. 11–15; 17–26). Taken together the results seem to suggest that spiritual life occurred in three concentric spheres. At the center were the priests, who had the most direct contact with God and his holiness.39 Thus their sins required the most valuable of animal sacrifices to achieve atonement. At the next outer level were the Israelites. Although designated at one point as a nation of priests (Exod. 19:6), their daily lives were devoted to pursuits other than those of the anointed priests. Finally, at the outer fringe there were the other nations of the world. These were separate from Israel and had no sacrifice prescribed for them within the cult.

This approach of three concentric circles may also be applied to space. At the center of the world, from a sacred standpoint, was the tabernacle and the most holy place within it. Here God’s presence was made manifest in a special way and the divine life resided in all its power. No one could enter the most holy place and live, except for the high priest. Even for him it was required and allowed only once a year. Around the tabernacle was the camp of Israel. Here the community could dwell. Nevertheless, God’s life and presence, while not as powerfully holy as in the tabernacle, remained evident. Symbols of death, such as a corpse or those afflicted by psoriasis,40 could not remain in the camp. Corpse contamination was a significant issue for it meant contact with the world of death. Numbers 19 describes a purification offering in a ritual to cleanse someone who has come into contact with a dead body. This required a specially prepared and sacrificed red heifer, whose ashes had to be used, along with washings on the third and seventh days.41

Beyond the camp of Israel was the wilderness. This remained at the opposite pole from the tabernacle. It was a place of death and chaos whereas the tabernacle symbolized order and life. Thus on the Day of Atonement the high priest confessed the sins of Israel on the head of a goat that was sent out of the camp and into the wilderness. This “scapegoat” removed the uncleanness that defiled the camp and the tabernacle and that prevented God’s full presence and life from abiding with Israel. The goat took the uncleanness to a place of death.42

Finally, the concentric circles of sanctity also apply to the animal world, just as they do to people. At the center are the sacrificial animals. They are the ones most like Israel, taken from the nation’s flocks and herds. They are limited to a few species, often with specifications regarding gender, age, and wholeness. The next outer circle contains the clean animals. These include those animals that can be eaten by the Israelites and thus they have a role to play within the community. The final group is the unclean animals. These constitute the majority of animals. They represent those with whom Israel is to have no part. They can neither be eaten nor used for any other purpose.

These three sets of the three concentric circles share many features. In a given set, each circle is analogous to its matching circles in the other sets. Thus the priests work in the tabernacle and sacrifice animals there. The Israelites live in the camp and eat clean animals there. The nations live outside Israel’s community and eat unclean animals. In all three sets the inner circle is a subset of the middle group, while the outer circle is completely separate. The priests are part of the community of Israel but Israel is separate from the nations. The tabernacle is within the camp of Israel, but there is a clear boundary between the camp and the rest of the world. The sacrificial animals are also clean animals, but the unclean animals are distinct from them.

The subject of animal sacrifice raises the question of the significance of the slaughter of animals. While this is expounded in Leviticus 17 and elsewhere,43 these biblical discussions do not consider the symbolic significance of animal sacrifice. A possible understanding is to find in the death of the animal a transition from the world of impotent mortals to the world of omnipotent deity.44 Thus the killing and burning of the animals provides a physical representation of an actual connection between the sacrificer who is mortal and the divine realm where there is no death. The animal’s death enables this crossing and contact between the two worlds. While this is a possible understanding, it is important to observe that it is nowhere so described in the Bible. Instead, the repeated emphasis is on how God receives the sacrifice as a pleasing aroma.45

The “pleasing aroma” that the sacrifice gives to God is the common response for divine acceptance of the offering.46 It occurs forty-three times in the Bible, primarily in Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Ezekiel (and once in Gen. 8:21). It is found only in sacrificial contexts or imagery. Other gods can also receive a pleasing aroma (Ezek. 6:13; 16:19; 20:28). Occasionally it designates something other than a sacrifice. Thus the return of Israel after their deportation to other nations is a pleasing aroma (Ezek. 20:41). The aroma is not to be understood as some sort of bribe toward God. It is not that the God of Israel depends on mortals for food or that God is enticed by such sacrifices to do the bidding of the offerers. In fact, Leviticus 26:31 states that no amount of “pleasing aroma” can substitute for faithfulness nor can it prevent God’s judgment for disobedience to his covenant.47 Instead, the term is best understood as a means of signifying the offerer’s desire for God’s gracious acceptance of the sacrifice and its fulfillment of the purpose for which it was given.

The atoning significance of animal sacrifice reached its high point on the Day of Atonement in Leviticus 16. And it occurred within the context of two poles of meaning: disorder and nothingness outside the camp and structure and full life within the community. Two goats were chosen and were distinguished by lots.48 As noted above, the high priest49 sent one goat outside the community to carry the sins and defilement away from Israel and its God. The other goat was sacrificed at the altar within the camp. The blood is then sprinkled on a box, called the place of atonement and located at the most holy place in the tabernacle, in order to gain atonement or reconciliation and thereby to allow the community to return to wholeness.50

The first seven chapters of Leviticus list a variety of approved Israelite sacrifices, including both grain and meat sacrifices.51 Leviticus 1 describes the “burnt offering” [image: j60] which is entirely consumed by the fire, so that no edible parts remain. This is one of the oldest and most ubiquitous of sacrifices.52 It can render atonement (Lev. 1:4) by substituting the life of the animal for the sinner, however it seems primarily to represent a gift to God,53 a complete dedication. Chapter 4 describes a second offering of expiation or forgiveness. There the term “purification offering” [image: j61] may be preferred to the term “sin offering,” because it seems to deal primarily with impurities and because the particular stem ( piel) of this root implies removal of sin and impurity (Lev. 4:1–5:13). The purpose of this offering is directly related to atonement and seeks to restore fellowship with God. Associated with the purification offering is the “reparation offering” [image: j62] sometimes called the “guilt offering.” This serves as a repayment of debt. The “fellowship offering” [image: j63] sometimes called a “peace offering”) of Leviticus 3:1–5 includes a provision in which some of the meat is returned to the offerers. It thus can function as a communion or fellowship meal before God.54

Commenting on the three expiatory offerings (burnt, purification, and reparation offerings), Wenham (1979, 111) writes:

The sacrificial system therefore presents different models or analogies to describe the effects of sin and the way of remedying them. The burnt offering uses a personal picture: of man the guilty sinner who deserves to die for his sin and of the animal dying in his place. God accepts the animal as a ransom for man. The sin [purification] offering uses a medical model: sin makes the world so dirty that God can no longer dwell there. The blood of the animal disinfects the sanctuary in order that God may continue to be present with his people. The reparation offering presents a commercial picture of sin. Sin is a debt which man incurs against God. The debt is paid through the offered animal.

The animal sacrifices required specific types of animals as detailed in their description in Leviticus 1–7. A few chapters later, in Leviticus 11 (cf. Deut. 14), the clean and unclean animals are defined. Genesis 1 suggests that the Israelite worldview understands three parts to the world: the sky, the sea, and the earth. The locomotion of animals appropriate to each sphere helps to determine whether they are clean. In general, a species whose locomotion is appropriate to that part of the world is clean. Thus birds that fly with wings, fish that swim with scales, and animals that walk with legs and hooves are clean. However, animals that do not have such characteristics of locomotion—and especially those that move back and forth between the spheres of sky, water, and land—are understood as unclean. Thus lizards that move between the water and the land and ostriches who don’t fly are unclean.55 However, this does not explain all the clean/unclean distinctions. Another distinction considers carnivores that are unclean because they eat blood and therefore violate a universal prohibition.56 There may also be a sense of wholeness and balance in animals, just as in the priesthood (Lev. 21:18–24) and in matters of social justice and dealings with one’s neighbors (Lev. 24:19–20). So also sacrificial animals that have any abnormalities are considered unworthy (Lev. 22:20, 22–25).57 The result of the exclusion of large groups of animals as unclean places large numbers of species off limits to Israel and thereby protects these animals.58

In ancient Israelite law the “clean” land animals, the ones that were permitted for eating and sacrifice, included the ox, the sheep, and the goat. These animals had the longest history of domestic association with the early Israelites, going back to their earliest known period, which they remembered as a time where their ancestors were pastoral nomads (Deut. 26:5). The pig, an animal normally kept by settled (nonnomadic) peoples, appeared relatively late in Israelite domestic experience and was therefore never included among the “clean” animals. The horse and the camel also were relatively late entrants in the Israelite domesticated animal scene. We may apply somewhat the same logic to the Hittite animal world. Animals such as the ox, the sheep, and the pig were kept by the Hittites and their ancestors long before the horse and mule were introduced. Corresponding categories of sacrifice and clean versus unclean animals applied there as in Israel. At eighteenth-century BC Mari there is also evidence of the distinction between clean and unclean animals. In Mari treaties, puppies, goats, and young bulls or calves were unacceptable for sacrifices in confirming the treaties. Only the foal of a she-ass could be used.59 Thus the animals sacrificed were those closest to Israel, most like them, and most valued by them. This may imply a substitutionary role for these sacrifices, in some sense taking the place of the Israelites themselves.

In light of the discussion on holiness, the connection between holiness and wholeness should be noted. The description of the tabernacle in Exodus 25–30 and 35–40 suggests a structure that is complete and without flaw. It must be so as a place for the holy God to meet with his people for reconciliation and for fellowship. This correspondence in holiness with the tabernacle is such that its wholeness and holiness anticipates a similar view of the human body.60 Thus Leviticus 11–15 describes other Israelite bodies (animal but mainly human) and the issues of wholeness and holiness. The human body must also be whole in order to draw near to God in his holiness. Not only does this mean there can be no deformity, but there also must be a full integrity so that anything that compromises integrity, especially as it relates to life in the form of menstruation or loss of semen, can render one unclean. The same is true of any symbol of death, such as psoriasis of the skin. This appearance of death cannot enter the presence of God. In this sense the body symbolizes the tabernacle and the holy place where God and the person meet.61

Literary Context62

In Leviticus 1–9, the sacrifices are outlined three times, and each time in a different sequence. Anson Rainey has provided an explanation for these differences.63 Leviticus 1:1–6:7 [Heb. 1:1–5:26] follows a didactic order. Those producing a pleasing odor are grouped together in the first three chapters; they are the burnt offering, the grain offering, and the fellowship offering. There follows those sacrifices that concern only expiation; they are the purification offering for ritual sins and the reparation offering for social sins of such matters as fraud as well as for related sins against God. This sequence might be used for those learning the sacrifices in terms of the function(s) of each.

The second sequence is an administrative one. Leviticus 6:8–7:38 [Heb. 6:1–7:38] follows an order according to the recipients of offerings. God alone receives the burnt offering, which appears first. The cereal, purification, and reparation offerings have as their recipients both God and the priests. The last offering described is the fellowship offering. Here the division is three ways according to the recipients: God; God and priests; God, priests, and offerers. In addition, the frequency of the offerings may be considered as part of this last order. The burnt offerings are the most frequent type of offering made. They appear first.

The third and final sequence appears in Leviticus 8–9, where the priests are ordained. This is the procedural order in which the sacrifices are used for specific purposes. The purification offering occurs first and serves to remove sin and its effects from the offerer. This is a necessary prerequisite for any and all offerings that follow. The burnt offering comes next. As noted, it represents the dedication of the offerer wholly to God, setting this one apart in consecration to God. Finally, the fellowship offering celebrates the ongoing and growing relationship to God. This order recurs for other purposes in Leviticus 14–15; 2 Chronicles 29:20–36; and Ezekiel 43:18–27.64

Ancient Near Eastern Context 

One of the reasons that lay behind the decision of nineteenth-century source criticism to date the priestly source late in the Old Testament history, as late as the postexilic period, was the complexity of the rituals described in Leviticus and elsewhere. It was thought that such complexity reflected an evolutionary development that should place it late in Israel’s history. However, the discovery of many ritual texts from Egypt, Ugarit, the Hittite empire, and other ancient Near Eastern sources all demonstrated a far greater complexity of sacrificial, festival, and ritual activities in the Bronze Age of the second millennium BC than that recorded in the Hebrew Bible. No doubt this in part is due to the multitude of deities worshiped in these cultures. In fact, in West Semitic cultures there seems to be a larger number of deities worshiped in the second millennium BC than in the first. This suggests that the earlier cultures contained the more complex rituals. Thus if the dating of the priestly rituals in the biblical text is related to their complexity, those texts should be assigned to an earlier date rather than a later one.

In terms of proximity to the biblical rituals, thirteenth-century BC Ugarit’s sacrificial texts contain many examples of terminology similar to that found in the biblical texts. The burnt offering appears at Ugarit as ‘lh (Hebrew [image: j64]) while the fellowship offering is cognate with the Ugaritic šlm (Hebrew [image: j65].65 However, the use of the sacrifices seems to have been different, reflecting a different culture. At Ugarit the burnt offering may have been used to attract the deity to the temple while the “fellowship offering” functioned as a gift of greeting.66 Other offerings cognate to Hebrew include Ugaritic [image: j66](Hebrew zebah), “sacrifice,” Ugaritic šnpt (Hebrew te.nupa), “elevation offering,” and Ugaritic trm(m)t (Hebrew [image: j67] another “elevation offering.”67

Baruch Levine (2002) has commented on the modes of sacrifice found in the Bible and in the ancient Near East. There is the presentation and display before the deity. This could involve the presentation in a courtyard outside the temple itself. It could also involve the removal of the offering to be eaten by the priests. There is also the mode of the sacrifice as prepared food to be received and consumed by the deity. Finally, there is the mode of the offering on the altar itself. This altar offering was burnt before God in Israel as in other cultures.

As already noted, Ugaritic ritual texts do refer to moral and religious guilt and the possibility of sacrifice to achieve expiation from sin.68 In the Hittite culture the use of substitution was a cultic principle. Thus Hittite rituals could transfer evil. There is also evidence in the Hittite texts of allowances to the poor for a reduction in the cost of the offering.

The reader is referred to additional ancient Near Eastern comparisons, especially those from Mari and Emar in addition to Ugarit, as already outlined in the above discussion of sacrifice and in the appropriate sections of chapter 4.

Conclusion 

Hebrew sacrifice, like sacrifice in other religious traditions, is best understood by using a comparative model rather than an evolutionary one. Sacrifice and cult do not develop this way nor is their intepretation correctly understood with such a method. The structuralist model is a better one but there are limitations to its approach. By its nature, such a systemic model cannot easily be tested nor is it subject to falsification. Also, it tends to ignore matters of sin and guilt.

It is important to keep in mind the physical nature of the animal sacrifices. In our culture the blood-filled nature of animal slaughter is hidden and not experienced by most of us. In contrast, everyone who participated in the sacrifices in Israel and the surrounding nations lived with its raw physical aspects on a regular basis.69

Finally, there is the fundamental nature of biblical sacrifice: that which is best is freely offered to God in expression of sorrow for sin or joy for blessing. The most valuable of all created things, life as represented in the blood, is alone sufficient payment for the seriousness of sin. The sacrificed life of an animal is alone worthy of dining with God in joy for divine blessing.70

Priests 

In terms of sacrifices, the role of priests, especially the high priest, is described in the section above. As an “office,” priesthood in the Pentateuch and the Old Testament may be briefly summarized here. The first priest mentioned in the Bible is Melchizedek, a figure who is not Israelite and who appears in a stylistically unique text among the Abraham narratives, in Genesis 14:18–20. His role there was to bless Abram by El-Elyon, “god/El most high,” and to provide the victor in battle with bread and wine. If Salem is associated with Jerusalem then Melchizedek may foreshadow the Jerusalem priesthood. However, his separation from Abram’s offspring and especially those of Aaron and the Levites also anticipates the possible incursion into the priesthood of Aaron by the descendants of Moses or even those of a pre-Israelite priesthood. The latter usually refers to the Jebusite priesthood in Jerusalem.

Before the covenant of the law at Mount Sinai and the subsequent installation of priests (Lev. 8–9), Noah, Abram, and the successive leaders of his family built altars, made sacrifices, and functioned in the role of priests.71 In Leviticus, in addition to presiding over the sacrifices, the priests are given the responsibility of distinguishing between what is clean and unclean and of teaching the people of Israel about the Torah (“law” or “instruction”; Lev. 10:10–11). In Deuteronomy, the priests were grouped together with the tribe of Levi who more generally were given the task of assisting the priests in their roles.72 In addition to responsibilities of distinguishing uncleannesses in people (Deut. 24:8), they also instructed Israel in the Torah of God and assisted in judgments (Deut. 17:8–13; 31:9–13; 33:8–10). Some view the grouping of the priests with Levi as Deuteronomy’s identification of the privileges and responsibilities of the priests with the whole tribe of Levi.73 Others see in Deuteronomy’s expression [image: j68] “the priests, the Levites” (e.g., 18:1) simply an understanding of the priests as Levites.

In Judges 17–18, on their way to the northern Israelite city of Dan, the tribe of Dan encountered a Levite. They offered him the opportunity to function as their priest and he accepted. This role, illicit in the view of the later writers or editors of the book, is sometimes seen as an “anticipation” of the establishment of illicit cult centers and priests in Dan, Bethel, and elsewhere by the first king of the breakaway northern kingdom of Israel, Jeroboam I (1 Kings 12:28–33). However, the indictment of the author of this passage in 1 Kings explicitly states that Jeroboam appointed priests “even though they were not Levites” (v. 31). The assumption that the Levite here was a descendant of Moses and thus a “Mushite” priest rather than a descendant of Aaron, rests on the view that the name of Moses in the Levite’s genealogy of Judges 18:30 was altered to that of Manneseh by the addition of the Hebrew letter “n” in the name. One would like to see additional evidence.

In 1 and 2 Samuel, Samuel appears as a successor to Eli the priest, as someone who sacrifices and functions as a priest, although he is not there designated explicitly as a [image: j69]or priest. According to the first verse in these books, Samuel is not a Levite, at least not through his father’s line. His father is a member of the tribe of Ephraim. More discussion arises regarding the role of Zadok who, alongside Abiathar, functioned as priest during the reign of David. Second Samuel 8:17 identifies Zadok as the son of Ahitub who elsewhere is connected as the grandson of Eli (1 Sam. 14:3). However, it is argued that, despite the additional priestly connection in 1 Chronicles 6:8, the verse in 2 Samuel is corrupt. Attempts have been made then to argue that Zadok is in fact a priest from the old Jebusite line in Jerusalem. Even Melchizedek of Genesis 14:18 is enlisted since the second part of his name is constructed with the Semitic root [image: j70] identical to the root behind the name Zadok. This is then understood as the name of a god who was worshiped in Jerusalem. All this is possible. Second Samuel 8:17 may be corrupt, especially with reference to the part of the verse that mentions Abiathar, where the genealogy seems to be reversed. However, there is no textual evidence for corruption with respect to Zadok. His lack of further introduction in this verse is hardly surprising as it is part of a list of officials serving with David, wherein no one is given any further introduction.74 Zadok’s son is recorded as high priest for Solomon (1 Kings 4:2). It seems as though a significant line of Zadokite priests continued to function during the monarchy. At least they are remembered by Ezekiel the prophet, who envisions the future restoration of the temple to include exclusively priests of Zadok at God’s altar (Ezek. 40:46; 43:19; 44:15). After the exile the name of this priest occurs in priestly genealogies (Ezra 7:2; Neh. 11:11).

During the period of the divided kingdom or divided monarchy, c. 931– 586 BC, the priests played key roles as representatives of official religion for good or for bad. In the northern kingdom, Jeroboam I’s priests are generally regarded in a negative sense and forthrightly in opposition to Hosea (4:4–6; 5:1–2; 6:9; 10:5) and Amos (7:10–17), eighth-century BC prophets in the northern kingdom. In the south the good priest Jehoiada rescued the last surviving member of the line of David, Joash, from the murderous Athaliah, and then staged a coup to do away with the queen and place Joash on the throne (2 Kings 11–12; 2 Chron. 23–24). His gathering of resources for the renovation of the temple in Jerusalem is an act of piety that defines the persona of a righteous leader throughout the ancient Near East. Elsewhere the prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah condemn the priests as corrupt spiritual leaders.75

The postexilic period was a time when the priests continued to be chastised for corruption (Mal. 1:6; 2:1). However, as in the preexilic era, one priest might have been dedicated to God for a particular purpose. Thus the high priest Joshua, c. 520 BC, became a figure of hope for renewal and restoration (Zech. 3:1–9; 6:11). Indeed, the prophets looked forward to a future age of a greatly expanded and blessed priesthood (Isa. 61:6; 66:21), one that would be pure and faithful to God (Ezek. 44:15, 28; 48:11).

Blood 

Genesis 9:3–6 prohibits the consumption of blood and the act of murder. In both cases the reason for this prohibition lies with the blood of animals and humans. The life of the creature is understood to be in the blood. Life is a divine gift and of such value that no amount of goods can purchase it. It is for this reason that capital punishment is stipulated for murder. The only way to repay the taking of one life is by taking another life.

In sacrifices and offerings blood was used as a means to atone for sin and to purify an object. Thus it could prepare the altar for an offering (Lev. 1:5, 11, 15; 3:2, 8, 13; 7:2; 8:19, 24; 9:12; 17:6) and serve to atone for sin at that altar (Lev. 4:5–7, 16–18, 25, 30, 34; 5:9—these descriptions also function for purification). In addition to preparing the holy place for sacrifice, blood could be placed on people to purify them as new members of the covenant (Exod. 24:8). It could also be placed on houses for a similar purpose (Lev. 14:48–53).76 The application of the blood to Aaron’s right ear lobe, thumb, and big toe, when he was ordained as priest (Lev. 8:23–24; cf. 14:14–18, 25–28), may have served a similar function. Jacob Milgrom reasonably suggests that the blood was applied to the extremities to achieve purification and protection against evil at the outer and most vulnerable areas of the body.77 The further anointing of the priest with both oil and blood (Lev. 8:30) may have climaxed and sealed the relationship between the priest and God.78

Blood for the forgiveness of sins took on a key role in the Day of Atonement as described in Leviticus 16. There the high priest performed an annual purification rite for all the sins of Israel so that, as the whole nation participated, they would be forgiven and the uncleanness that separates them from God would be removed. Blood was used for the purification offering of the high priest (vv. 11, 14) and for the purification offering of the sanctuary and of all Israel (vv. 15–19).

The proper handling of the blood required that one sacrifice correctly on an altar. Leviticus 17:3–9 precludes giving sacrifice to other deities but it also presumes that all animal sacrifice must be performed at an altar. Some see this as a prohibition against all slaughtering of animals, so that it is all required to take place at an altar. But this contradicts Deuteronomy 12:15–16, 20–27 and the permission to kill nonsacrificial animals for food away from an altar. Leviticus 17 deals with sacrifices and so it is natural to understand the verb as referring to sacrifices, rather than any sort of common butchering.79 In 1 Samuel 14:32–35 Saul’s army, famished from lack of food, butchered and ate meat “over” (Hebrew ‘al ) the blood. Milgrom (2000a, 17–22) suggests that this implies that the blood was poured on the ground as an offering to other non-Yahweh deities. Saul’s makeshift altar for butchering would have ended this practice. Thus 1 Samuel does not violate an overall harmony between diverse legal collections and sources that together suggest a prohibition on eating animals sacrificed anywhere other than at an approved altar. However, no text explicitly precludes the eating of animal meat butchered elsewhere so long as it is not done in the context of a sacrifice to other deities.

Leviticus 17:11 grounds the prohibition concerning the eating of blood on the fact that the blood represents the “life” of the creature. The word for “life” is the Hebrew nepeš. The nepeš represents the vitality of the person. In Genesis 2:7 the man became a living nepeš when God combined flesh made from dust and spirit from the divine breath. In texts such as Isaiah 5:14 and Psalm 105:18 the nepeš represents the throat or neck that is connected to the mouth and through which the basic needs of life, air, and sustenance flow into the body. In Proverbs 16:26 a worker works because his nepeš drives him on. Here it has the sense of the person’s desire to live; see also Deuteronomy 23:24. In Exodus 23:9 the nepeš describes the life situation of the Israelites who knew what it was like to be slaves in Egypt. While Leviticus 17:11 may refer to the nepeš as the life that is in the blood, verse 10 uses the term as a pronoun to describe the nepeš who eats blood, that is, anyone.80 Thus the nepeš describes that element of the person that chooses life, seeking it and experiencing it. It is the vitality of the human person or of the animal. In itself it is not sufficient, but the nepeš is always needy and desiring. It leaves the physical body at death and thus brings about the disintegration of the physical person.

 Thus the blood is understood as possessing that life force that can both preserve from death and also cleanse from sin in the purification and other expiatory offerings. It symbolizes and represents the nepeš.81

Wanderings through the Negev 

The Pentateuch and particularly Numbers outlines how the generation of Israel that came out of Egypt and stood before God at Mount Sinai also wandered and died in the Negev. The Negev described here includes the region circumscribed by a line running from the southeast corner eastward to the southern tip of the Dead Sea and southward along the Arabah to the northern tip of the Gulf of Aqaba. From there it proceeds northwest to the southeastern corner of the Mediterranean Sea. The drier climate that prevailed at the end of the third millennium BC and the minimal erosion that resulted meant that many religious sites experienced a minimum of alteration, even where their use continued. Therefore the religious sites reflect practices that may not have been in use only in the Negev but also elsewhere among the peoples whom the Israelites encountered. There are three generic types of religious sites: [image: j71] open shrines, and crenelations. In addition, the “Hathor temple” stands out as a unique site that reflects both the religious practice of the region and elements of interest in the study of the biblical tabernacle. This leads to comparative observations on the tabernacle and the vocabulary used to describe it. Although some of the Pentateuchal texts related to many of these archaeological phenomena are located in narrative strands traditionally assigned to J and E, it was considered better to group the relevant material into a single distinctively archaeological section and to present it here as part of the priestly and cultic material.

[image: j72](Standing Stones) 

In the southern Negev and eastern Sinai some 142 sites with [image: j73] have been found.82 For Avner, [image: j73]are more than simply standing stones. They often represent deities.83 In the Uvda Valley alone many sites have been documented. They first appear as early as c. 10,000 BC. They continue in use until the seventh century AD and, according to some witnesses, right up to the twentieth century. A single stone may be used or there may be more standing in a row or in a collection. Groups of seven and nine are common, though they can number close to one hundred. Some are incorporated into tombs. Tent camps could have [image: j73]behind the tents. These groups are similar to collections of deities represented in sculpture elsewhere in the ancient Near East. Sometimes they face east with offering tables in front. They are often near an ancient road. West of the [image: j73]is the open court. In one case (site 151) a partially restored set of [image: j73]were located. Originally, only eight of several dozen were found standing. In the middle of the circle of stones was an ash spot. The uncalibrated carbon 14 dating placed the age of the site at about 7,600 years. Other [image: j73]may have been used to mark tombs.84

What is unusual about these stones is that they were not carved in any way and thus, unlike other cultures, do not attempt to present the deities in an anthropomorphic or pictorial manner. Mettinger suggests that in this sort of West Semitic context we have early evidence for the imageless nature of Israelite worship as demonstrated in the Ten Commandments.85 However, as Hurowitz notes, there is a difference between unshaped stones that represent deities and the empty “seat” of the Ark of the Covenant that represents the place where God chooses to dwell.86 Although both may be termed aniconism, the representation of God by any object was deemed illegitimate as it bound God to a particular object. However, the idea of the “empty seat” implied divine freedom to dwell among his people.

These stones are located in the desert and normally face east. They can represent ancestral spirits. The latter can be found in the Ugaritic Tale of Aqhat where Danel desires a descendant who will set up a stele for his memory.87 An example of stones that represent deities can be found with Jacob at Bethel in Genesis 28:22, but this is clearly portrayed as a memorial stele rather than a representation of a deity. The eighth-century BC Aramaic Sefire inscriptions identify as the “house of god” the stone pillars on which they are written. Avner identifies narrow tall stones with male gods and shorter stones with goddesses. From this perspective the [image: j73]that occur in pairs usually have the male on the right and the female on the left. Avner cites many examples of this relationship in ancient Near Eastern art as well as Song of Songs 2:6 and 8:3. He cites a variety of biblical texts, both negative (Lev. 26:1; Deut. 7:5; 1 Kings 14:22–23; 2 Kings 3:2; and Jer. 43:13) and positive (Josh. 24:25–27; Isa. 19:19–20).88
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[image: 9781441201126_0199_002]
Fig. 17. Standing stones from Uvda Valley (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Further examples of memorial purposes for standing stones occur with the Late Bronze Age Egyptian stele of Mekal at Beth Shan, described in chapter 5 above. Standing stones from this time inscribed as victory stelae also occur at Megiddo. In the ninth century BC, the Aramaic stele at Tel Dan and the Moabite stele from east of the Dead Sea both describe victories over Israel. Standing stones erected outside the city walls and intended to represent deities are mentioned in Hittite and Akkadian texts. See the discussion of both in chapter 4 under Emar 373. Elsewhere, as outlined in chapter 4, these stones occur in Bronze and Iron Age cult centers within towns and cities in sanctuaries and at the gates to the cities.89

[image: 9781441201126_0200_001]
Fig. 18. Structures marking burials in the Sinai peninsula (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Open Sanctuaries 

Open sanctuaries have been found in the southern Negev as well as in Palestine at En Gedi. They are simply a line or low wall of stones that mark off a space used for religious purposes. The most common types are rectangular in shape and, in twenty-one cases, they occur in pairs. The line of stones is normally a double line but sometimes it may be a single or a triple line. The four corners often face cardinal points on the compass. The cell, which is a marked-off section of the sanctuary, can cut one corner and stand on a north-south axis. This way the small [image: j74] can face east. In one example, the central [image: j75]may have an offering table in front and a pendant beside it. The court area may also have small stones in it. Are these representations of ancestors left by families, are they deities, or are they both (or neither)? There are also three storage pits and a lower pit whose uncalibrated carbon 14 date is 6640 BC. Nearby and to the east are small stones placed in the sand configured as animals, probably leopards. These all face east, have large eyes, and two have a smaller animal on top of a larger one. Are these gods or does the artwork serve another purpose? It is impossible to know for certain.

Rock Cut Crenelations 

These lines appear on the top of hills and are found all over the ancient Near East. The crenelations or “teeth” are always found beside ancient roads. They are simply piles of stones built in layers. The inside is regularly blackened by libations. They are often built to mark a tomb or an otherwise holy place. These cairns sometimes served as altars or as sacred monuments. One often finds paths leading to them. Crenelations can date from some seven thousand years ago, on the basis of carbon 14 dating and the flints found beside them.

[image: 9781441201126_0201_001]
Fig. 19. Negev open sanctuary (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Burials can be marked by these piles of stones. They often contain the remains of honored individuals. By their nature burials may be the (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess) sole remaining physical evidence of a tribe or people group. In the Sinai peninsula, artificial rock formations that resemble houses appear in clusters. Individuals were buried beneath the structures, with remains dating back some four or five millennia.

[image: 9781441201126_0201_002]
Fig. 20. Negev rock cut crenelations

Hathor Temple 

Separate from these other religious remains is a temple in the Timna Valley, referred to as the Hathor temple because of its relationship to the Egyptian deity Hathor. The first architectural form here may have been a Canaanite high place containing a large stone with a circular depression, a ditch on the side, and [image: j76] There was also an offering table and the area was paved with red sandstone. Six [image: j73]and a basin were found on the west side of the temple. Then sometime during the twelfth century BC the Egyptian presence appeared. The occupying power did not destroy the local forms but adapted them. They created a sanctuary here, adapting the local god to Hathor. This phase probably dates from around the time of Pharaoh Ramesses III, as may be observed by a drawing and inscription on the vertical cliff that rises behind and above the site and by Papyrus Harris’s mention of Atiqa as a place of copper for Ramesses III. The copper mines in the Timnah Valley fit this reference, as few other places do.90 The Egyptians added a building structure and a stone pavement in front. A wall surrounding the sanctuary was built and later a small cell was added on the right side. “Midianite” ware was also found here. Two stone-lined holes were found along with large quantities of red and yellow cloth. The cloth gives evidence that the holy place was covered by cloth as a tent shrine.91 In addition, a copper image of a snake was found. Some scholars associate this sanctuary with the Midianites and with the origins of the worship of Yahweh.92 While such conclusions are speculative, the tent sanctuary clearly has parallels with the biblical tabernacle that Israel used in the wilderness and continued to use to house the ark until the temple was constructed. The Egyptian royal war tent provides additional background to the protocol of the tent as a place where God would be king among his people who marched in the wilderness. The Hathor temple example indicates that this also had religious connotations.93

[image: 9781441201126_0203_001]
Fig. 21. Hathor Temple (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

[image: 9781441201126_0203_002]
Fig. 22. Timna Valley (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

A bronze serpent, similar to the image discovered at Late Bronze Age Tell Mevorakh (see chapter 5) far to the north, was uncovered here. Dated to the thirteenth century BC, it reminds the Bible reader of the bronze serpent lifted up in the desert by Moses to provide healing for those Israelites who were perishing from the snakebites of the “burning ones” or [image: j77](Num. 21:6–9).

The Tabernacle: Biblical, Egyptian, and West Semitic Contexts 

The biblical tabernacle was about 15 feet by 45 feet.94 The material over the frame was, from inside to outside: colored cloth with cherubim figures; goat hair; red dyed rams’ skins; and leather worked or adorned in a special way [image: j78]. The area around it was about 100 by 75 feet. Six wagons with two oxen each transported the whole tabernacle (Num. 7:3–8).

The size and orientation may be compared to the Egyptian royal war tent used by Ramesses II at the battle of Qadesh (c. 1275 BC). At Abu Simbel a relief of Ramesses II’s Egyptian camp provides comparisons with the tabernacle: a rectangular courtyard within the larger rectangular camp; a rectangular reception tent parallel to the holy place; and the adjacent square pharaoh’s chamber with two winged deities (Horus) flanking the pharaoh’s cartouche, similar to the holy of holies and the two cherubim. Egypt’s army camped with one of its four divisions on each of the four sides of the tent. The personal temples of Ramesses II or III could be 200 by 600 feet, huge in comparison to the biblical tabernacle.95 These rectangular architectural forms ceased after 1200 BC. The tabernacle’s features have also been compared with the wooden structures protecting the dead pharaoh’s sarcophagus in the New Kingdom, including the thirteenth-century BC tomb-chapel of Ipuy. One can find there decorated, gold-overlaid, and linen-covered wooden frames and solid structures that resemble the construction techniques of the account in Exodus 25–40. 96

Fleming (2000) has argued that texts from eighteenth-century BC Mari and thirteenth-century BC Ugarit also provide West Semitic antecedents to the biblical tabernacle.97 In one Mari text (M.6873) a large tent or “covering” (Akkadian [image: j79] is described as supported by ten wooden frames (Akkadian qersum = Hebrew qereš in Exod. 26:15 et passim totaling some fifty-one occurrences). It required forty-three individuals to carry it. The setting up of these tent frames takes place on a special day of sacrifice when the gods apparently congregate at the tent, for they then depart from there to their own temples. In another text (FM III, 4:ii:7–14), divine images were placed within the frames and given an animal (ass) sacrifice.98

At Ugarit the term qrš is used to describe the shelter of the chief god El (KTU 1.4 IV 24) just as a term related to the tent or covering (Akkadian [image: j80]= Ugaritic ‘rpt) describes the “cloud” where Baal lives (KTU 1.4 VII 19) and the Hebrew [image: j81] the “dark cloud” of Yahweh’s special glory (Exod. 20:21; Deut. 4:11; 1 Kings 8:12–13). Thus the tabernacle has many connections with second millennium BC tent shrines and cannot be understood as a later creation artificially designed to (pretend to) anticipate the temple.99 Kitchen (2003, 277) contrasts this with Assyria and Babylonia where there is no cultic use of tents in the first millennium BC and where Assyrian camps were round or oval (rather than rectangular).

The building of the tabernacle and of the temple show similar features: divine command, transmission of the command, preparations, the work with a description of what is accomplished, dedication/inauguration, blessing/rejoicing, and the divine response.100 Similar to the account of the tabernacle construction in the Bible are the accounts of the Sumer-ian Gudea (third millennium BC), Samsu-iluna of Babylon (c. 1700), the Ugaritic Baal myth (thirteenth century BC), and Tiglath-pileser I of Assyria (c. 1100).101

Conclusion 

Like the narrative strands, the priestly story also begins with creation, although this time it focuses on the Sabbath, the genealogies, and the orderliness of the world in the boundaries assigned to the sky, the water, and the dry ground. The etymologies of the personal names in the genealogies of Genesis 1–11 point to an early second-millennium north-Syrian context in which the early family that was to become Israel worshiped other deities. Israel is called on to use a simplified sacrificial system as a means of relating to Yahweh, whether through first fruit and fellowship offerings that actualized its belief that Yahweh created all and sought to enjoy life with his people, or through the purification, reparation, and burnt offerings that provided reconciliation after the relationship had been compromised because of sin. The role of the priests provides the means of access to Yahweh through administration of the sacrificial system, and as the teachers of God’s Torah or instruction to the people. Blood is the physical manifestation of that “life” or nepeš that every person and animal possesses as a gift from Yahweh of absolute value.

The religious practices found in the accounts of the wilderness wanderings have great antiquity and continue into the modern age, with Bedouin reverence or worship given to standing stones as late as the twentieth century AD. What is the significance of all this for a study of Israelite religion? Given the pervasiveness and endurance of these practices, the following points may be noted.

First, Israel did not have to wait until it entered Canaan to encounter a religious environment. If any of Israel did indeed spend time in the desert, they certainly encountered much in the way of religious life.

Second, these practices should not be seen merely as importations from the more “civilized” city-states of the Phoenicians and others. On the contrary, the custom of constructing an altar of uncut stones, mentioned in Exodus 20, would be most unusual among urban populations of Canaan. However, the use of unworked stone was quite common in the southern Negev.

Third, defining areas for worship and rituals was native to the land. Indeed, the presence of sacred spaces was not unknown in the Israelite cult. The mapping out of space around the tabernacle or around the sacred mountain and the designation of it as sacred are found in the accounts of Israel at Sinai and of the tabernacle worship while in the wilderness.

Fourth, the [image: j73]as erected stones of special religious significance were common throughout the ancient Near East, and have remained a custom until the present. The use of special pillars, designated in the Solomonic temple as Joachin and Boaz, became a part of the official cult of Israel’s worship. The use of special standing stones or piles of stones (as in the crenelations) as special markers, may be compared with the construction of such memorials as those erected at the crossing of the Jordan River and at the covenant renewal ceremony at Shechem, both recorded in Joshua.102

Fifth, we may also observe the number and density of cultic sites in this area, far in excess of anything found in the cultivated regions of Canaan to the south. To what extent does this reflect a religious influence of the desert on the cultivated land? We may compare the many biblical traditions of Moses, Elijah, and the New Testament John and Jesus, as well as the desert fathers and mothers, all of whom drew inspiration from their desert experiences.

Sixth, the tombs on ridges beside crenelations attest to the importance of certain burials and of marking the site. A burial mound in the Judean desert at the Valley of Achor was raised for Achan (Josh. 7:26). Here Achan’s name is associated with what may have been the older name of the valley, Achor, meaning “destruction, disaster.”103 Such an association of a burial with an already established tradition is not unique to the Bible. Indeed, on the lower Golan plateau, east of the Sea of Galilee, there was discovered a “Stonehenge” type of monument called Rogem Hiri. Although this was built and used in the third millennium BC, in the middle of it was a cairn with a burial that dated to the mid- to late second millennium BC.104

Seventh, as for the Hathor temple, the presence of a tent sanctuary and the use of a votive copper snake are reflected in the biblical accounts of Israel’s wilderness wanderings with the tent sanctuary of the tabernacle and the use of a copper or bronze snake to ward off the plague (Num. 21:4–9).

Finally, we should note the biblical observations of a desert that was far from empty, but contained many sites that could be identified in the itineraries in Numbers, as well as many peoples, including the Amalekites and the Edomites. Of interest are the Kenites (Judg. 4:11; 1 Sam. 15:6; 27:10; 30:29) whose association with metal working may be deduced from their itinerant lifestyle and from the South Arabic etymology of the root behind their name, “metal smith” (qyn). This cannot help but bring to mind the southern Negev, with cult sites and copper mines and refineries. There is also increasing evidence for Iron Age copper mines east of the Arabah in lowland Edom.105

Thus Israel’s journey through the desert is one filled with religious practices and rites that the people either imitated or transformed. Thus standing stones or [image: j73]could serve as images of deities but they could also serve to commemorate great events or to honor victories or vows. Antecedents to the tabernacle can be found at Mari, Ugarit, Egypt, and at the “Midianite” and Egyptian “Hathor temple” in the Timna Valley. Nevertheless, as with the sacrificial system and special holidays, the accoutrements found in the desert also could be used by the nation as a means to express its unique relationship with Yahweh.

Having considered this foundational material, largely undated or archaic, it is now possible to focus our attention on the biblical and archaeological context of early Israel and the United Monarchy of Saul, David, and Solomon.
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• Summary

This chapter will consider the religious life suggested by the early “historical” books of the Old Testament and by the archaeological evidence that existed during the period identified as Iron Age I (c. 1200–c. 1000 BC). Here we have the first extrabiblical evidence, both textual and (with a previously unattested clarity) material, for the existence of the people known as Israel. We also have some of the earliest texts in the Bible that are believed to reflect the reality of an ancient Israel. Issues surrounding the religion of this period are crucial: first, for appreciating the emergence of Israel from the Late Bronze Age (c. 1550–c. 1200 BC) civilizations and religions; second, for understanding the role that the period plays as a means of preparing for the first-millennium BC states of the northern and southern kingdoms (Israel and Judah); third, for understanding the manner in which Israel worshiped its chief deity, Yahweh; and fourth, for appreciating how they preserve an understanding of this period as formative for their worship centers, especially the temple in Jerusalem.

Israel at the Beginning 

The issue of the origins of Israel is primarily a historical one. However, it raises important questions about the religion of Israel in terms of the appropriation of the people’s faith in Yahweh and the nature of those spiritual realities that brought the nation together as “Israel” and enabled it to join in a community. The theories regarding Israel’s origins in Canaan have been explored elsewhere.1 It will serve the purpose of this study to review briefly the major theories and to summarize some of the conclusions.

Archaeological and other social science disciplines have attempted to identify the origin of the Israelites once they settled in Canaan. This has resulted in five theories, each of which reflects the age in which it was formulated.2 They can be broadly grouped into two categories, according to whether the Israelites originally came from outside Canaan or from within Canaan. According to the first two theories, they came from outside Canaan. According to the latter three, Israel originated from within Canaan.

The first theory is the oldest, often referred to as the conquest. According to this view, the first twelve chapters of Joshua interpret Israel’s appearance in Canaan as one involving the defeat and conquest of Canaanite cities. Some of the archaeological evidence from major sites, such as the thirteenth-century BC destruction layer at Hazor, does seem to point to such an interpretation.3 However, the absence of destruction layers elsewhere has led most archaeologists to abandon this as a dominant theory. This is true despite the explicit statement in Joshua 11:13 that Israel burnt none of the mounds on which cities stood except that of Hazor. Thus one might not expect to find archaeological levels of burning and destruction elsewhere at this time.

The perceived problems with the absence of violent destruction levels at many sites led Albrecht Alt earlier in the twentieth century to propose a second theory regarding Israel. He suggested that Israel’s origin is to be found in wandering seminomadic clans from east of the Jordan River who peacefully entered the land, settling in the hilly country that was unoccupied. Brought together into a loosely knit association by a group of Yahweh worshipers from the desert, and perhaps ultimately from Egypt, this larger group populated the hill country and eventually grew strong enough to band together and to gain dominance over the rest of the land during the period of the monarchy. The major problem with this theory is the absence of an accounting for battles and wars that are recorded not only in the biblical traditions but also in the thirteenth-century BC Egyptian Merneptah Stele and in the archaeological burn layers of Hazor, Lachish, and Bethel.

Most of the more recent theories have been built on the assumption that there never was an exodus or at least that the primary group of people who identified themselves as Israel in later generations did not originate in a migration from outside biblical Israel but from within that land. There are variations. A third theory, the peasant revolt hypothesis, allows for a small group coming from outside and changing the religion of the existing Canaanites in the land.4 Others advocate that there was no Israel until the eighth century BC and therefore the people of highland Canaan in the thirteenth and twelfth centuries BC would not have recognized themselves as Israelites. In all the remaining theories the primary group that later became Israel was indigenous to the land.

The impetus for this approach comes from the changing archaeological interpretation during the past two decades. When any new cultural element appears in a land, the archaeological assumption is that the presence of this people will be detectable through the appearance of new forms of material culture. For a long time, archaeologists identified the coming of Israel with the appearance of specific types of private houses, particular types of storage jars, a special means of storing water at the archaeological sites in Canaan, and a new form of agricultural activity. The house was the four-room house. The jar was the collared-ring pithos. The water storage method was the plaster-lined cistern. The agricultural method involved the building of terraces. However, evidence for these types of cultural features has now been found in earlier strata of archaeological sites as well.

A fourth theory found the origin of the Israelites among the seminomads who roamed the hill country of Palestine with their flocks. This view developed as a result of the evidence from archaeological surveys of the hill country carried forward in the past forty years. The results indicate a dramatic shift in demography in this region where the Bible portrays many of the Israelite stories in Judges, Ruth, and 1 and 2 Samuel. Before c. 1200 BC the region contained only a few fortified cities. After 1200 BC the region was dominated by the appearance of about three hundred villages. This is the major archaeological evidence for the appearance of a new people in this region. However, according to this fourth theory these people did not come from outside of the hill country. Instead, they were there all along. Before 1200 BC they were made up of nomadic groups who had no permanent settlement. After that date they settled down and changed their lifestyles to farming and agriculture.

The major difficulty with this view and the previous one is the existence of evidence for cultural influence from outside Canaan. This is especially true of the evidence of cultural influence from north of Canaan that was present at this time, and both earlier and later, in and around the hill country of Palestine. While cultural influence does not “prove” immigration, it certainly allows for it and often there is some exchange of population in the process.

A fifth model addresses the general environmental and political factors of the era. Hopkins (1993, 209–10) credits both Egyptian taxation and difficult environmental factors as reasons for the transition to nomadic pastoralism at the beginning of the Late Bronze Age. In ancient times, these nomadic groups were called Shasu5 by the Egyptians. Hopkins makes comparisons with a similar phenomenon in Ottoman Iraq, observing that more than half of the population responded with a shift to pastoralism. Similar motives are credited with the ending of the Late Bronze Age and the appearance of Israel. Coote and Whitelam (1987) advocate this perspective. It is also found in Stiebing (1989, 186–87), who summarizes:6

piracy, destruction of cities, decline in population, inflation, and population movements. . . . The widespread drought might very well have been largely responsible not only for the destruction of most of the Canaanite cities, but also for the creation in Canaan of detached groups of seminomads, refugee peasant farmers, and occasional bands of brigands who, together with a small contingent of escaped slaves from Egypt, would join to form the Israelite tribes.

Thomas L. Thompson (1992) has proposed a further development of this hypothesis. He understands the shifts in settlement patterns in the hill country in terms of their broad chronological and geographic context, as stimulated by ecological factors. Chronologically, the shift from the Middle Bronze Age to the Late Bronze Age (c. 1550 BC), like the earlier Early Bronze IV to Middle Bronze I shift (c. 2000 BC), saw a decrease in population centers in terms of their number and size. This was caused by a drier climate. Such a drier climate existed throughout the Late Bronze Age. However, things got even worse in terms of drought in Iron Age I. Throughout the Mediterranean region there is evidence that this period saw a 20 percent decrease in rainfall and a rise in temperature of two or three degrees centigrade. This brought about the further reduction of population centers, and their impoverishment and abandonment with no political or social structure to support the larger sites. The destruction by fire, which some sites periodically experienced, may have been the result of internal tensions that led to strife, destruction, and abandonment. The villages that appeared were settled in various regions of Palestine where interrelated agricultural specializations and dependencies allowed for the emergence of what Thompson defines as Mediterranean economies. Thus the change in settlement patterns in the hill country was an entirely internal matter, caused by ecological forces and reactions to them by inhabitants.

Several problems should be noted with this analysis. First, Thompson (1992, 235) puts the number of Iron Age I hill country occupants at ten thousand. Finkelstein and Silberman (2001, 115) place it at forty-five thousand. William Dever, on the basis of the discovery of about three hundred sites in the hill country, places it at seventy-five thousand.7 If the latter number is correct, Thompson’s thesis of no involvement from outside Palestine and the minimal resedentarization of pastoral groups cannot be correct. There are too many people in comparison with the fewer Late Bronze Age population centers.8 They must come from somewhere else.

Second, as noted above there is the refusal to recognize the presence of outsiders in Palestine at this time. Thompson minimizes the data that do not fit his model, but it is clear that people from the north were present and very possibly people from elsewhere.9 Note that Rainey (1994b) and others suggest that a decline in rainfall and subsequent decline in food production led to a reduction in the Canaanite urban population that resulted in pastoralist movement to the hill country where they settled and produced their own food. Rainey follows the hypothesis of the peaceful immigration model but incorporates more recent data.

Third, there is uncertainty regarding the increased drought at the end of the Late Bronze Age. Van der Steen (1996, 65) notes that there is no evidence for a drop in the level of the Dead Sea at this time, which would be expected were there a drought in the area. Merling (1997, 99) observes that this makes Thompson’s model the weakest one since it is so dependent on the factor of a change in the climate, which cannot yet be conclusively proven.

Fourth, there is a tendency toward an ecological or economic determinism. If one looks at the problem through economic “lenses,” one will find only economic solutions.10 This is not a complete explanation of the history nor can it be used to discount the biblical record simply because the Bible chooses to focus on values other than economic factors.

Can anything be concluded based on these different models? Despite various strengths and weaknesses, there is no reason at present to reject outright any of these models. Aspects of each of them may well have been true. For one thing, the tradition of conquest is too strongly present in the biblical text to argue for a complete fabrication. Recent research has demonstrated that Joshua 9–12, in its form, structure, and themes, is identical to other historical/ideological conquest accounts found among the Hittites, Egyptians, and Assyrians,11 and, in terms of its episodic accounts, parallels the West Semitic conquest accounts from north Syria as detailed by the leader of the north Syrian site of Mayarzana in the fourteenth-century BC Amarna letters.12 Thus there are no grounds to see these chapters as a theological interpretation of a class revolt13 or as anything other than an authentic (albeit certainly biased) memory of wars that Israel undertook against its neighbors and in which it received what it believed to be divine aid to obtain success. The same appears to be true for the people groups that Israel encountered. Hostetter (1996, 149–50) has argued that these also represent a strong and early memory that confirms Israel as substantially comprised of a people entering the land from outside and encountering groups that were alien to them.

Second, other elements from both outside and within Canaan became attached to the people of Israel. In Joshua 6 and 9 respectively, this occurs with Rahab and with the Gibeonites. However, this is not the dominant motif and there is not substantial evidence for some sort of egalitarian source to these texts.14 Indeed, Lawson Younger’s careful comparison (1990) with other ancient Near Eastern sources leads him to conclude:

The historical narrative in which Joshua 9–12 is cast utilizes a common transmission code observable in numerous ancient Near Eastern conquest accounts, employing the same ideology. Since the ideology which lies behind the text of Joshua is one like that underlying other ancient Near Eastern conquest accounts—namely, imperialistic—then “egalitarian, peasant” Israel is employing a transmission code (a “communicative mode”) which is self-contradictory.

Thus to accept all the models to at least some degree is not simply to opt for a middle-of-the-road position but to affirm the diversity of human motivations and social action involved in the process of becoming a people. For example, Zevit suggests a combination of settlement by infiltration and settlement by conquest.15 This probably explains the majority of settlements in Iron Age I.

Such an interpretation preserves an understanding of the conquest. As already observed this has a strong tradition in the variety of literatures preserved in the Old Testament. This in itself raises a fundamental question as to the interpretation of biblical historical accounts. This is true despite the problems that remain, such as the absence of archaeological evidence at Jericho and other sites. To raise these issues is not necessarily to question the reality of a conquest. This question was addressed by the Assyriologist William W. Hallo (1990, 193–94) in his 1989 presidential address to the American Oriental Society. Hallo argued that:

The biblical record must be, for this purpose, scrutinized like other historio-graphical traditions of the ancient Near East, neither exempted from the standards demanded of those other traditions, nor subjected to severer ones than they are. . . . Unless one rearranges the biblical evidence, like Séan Warner, or utilizes it eclectically as Norman K. Gottwald has essentially done with his reinterpretation, one can hardly deny the reality of a conquest from abroad, implying a previous period of wanderings, a dramatic escape from the prior place of residence and an oppression there that prompted the escape.

Cult Sites and Sacrifice 

Mount Ebal 

At 3,100 feet, Mount Ebal is the highest mountain in Samaria. Mount Gerizim, its counterpart, is 2,900 feet in height. Nine and one-third miles to the west is Samaria, where Ahab and his successors later ruled the northern kingdom. Ebal and Gerizim are geologically similar, with the same terra rosa from the Eocene period. They form the sides to the valley of Shechem that lies between them. To the east lies the Valley of Beth-Dagan and the Wadi Farah road. Twenty-three miles east can be found Tell el-Far‘ah North, identified with ancient Tirzah, an early capital of the northern kingdom. This wadi passage connects the Jordan Valley to the central hill country.

On Mount Gerizim to the south of Mount Ebal, the early settlement dates to the seventh century BC. At the top is a church from the time of Justinian. A pine forest lies to the east. On a lower peak is Khirbet er-Ras, a site with a temple to Apollo and a stairway. On another peak of Gerizim the Samaritans settled with their cultic rituals. Their main buildings date as early as the Persian period, although archaeologists have yet to locate the rival Samaritan temple.16 Adam Zertal led the Israeli survey of this region. On Mount Ebal he found nothing from the Bronze or Iron Ages, except for a single installation. The site occurs some feet away from the ridge that forms the third highest peak on the mountain. Located on this lower peak, it is dated between c. 1250 and 1150 BC.17
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Fig. 23. Mount Ebal site (Courtesy of Ralph Hawkins)

The site is surrounded by two concentric enclosure walls. No building was found in the outer court. There is an inner enclosure wall at the higher northern part of the peak. There are three steps at the entrance to this area. Although sites from the Persian, Roman, and later periods have been found at Mount Ebal, the mountain contains no other sites from the Bronze or Iron Ages. This is the only site where pottery belonged to the thirteenth through the middle of the twelfth centuries BC alone. Two levels were found. The earlier level is dated by two Egyptian scarabs. These were found to belong to the second half of the thirteenth century BC.18

The area has reasonably good acoustics and is the only place identified on Mount Ebal where it is possible for thousands of people to gather and view what is going on.

If this site were to contain an altar, there are a number of interesting parallels with biblical texts. The first one considers the animals “sacrificed” here. Following Zertal’s description, excavations revealed a central complex. In this central complex were found two layers of ash with some 2,800 bones. The bones included sheep, goats, cattle, fallow deer, hedgehogs, doe, porcupine, and lizards. West of the “altar” were two courtyards. The major concentration of animal bones was found at the “altar.” The upper, later layer is mainly that of cattle bones. The bones are burnt, possibly indicating cult sacrifice. The bones have cut marks. Of some eleven other sites from the same time period in the region of Israel (mostly in the lowlands and plains), analysis revealed bones of dogs and donkeys elsewhere, but not here. Mount Ebal is the only site where only the bones of edible animals were found. Bones of gazelle and pigs were found elsewhere but not here. This is in accord with the biblical dietary laws. However, a large percentage of bones of fallow deer were found, which does not adhere to the animals used for sacrifice. Even so, several species of fallow deer exist and some are permitted for eating (Deut. 14:5), if not for sacrifice. Horwitz (1986–87, 187) suggests we have here “a pastoral economy based primarily on caprovine herding and to a lesser extent cattle. In addition, the high proportion of hunted animals (fallow deer) supports the hypothesis of a nomadic or seminomadic society.” The area was not a place of food production. No sickle blades were found, unlike other contemporary domestic sites.

[image: 9781441201126_0218_001]
Fig. 24. Mount Ebal “ramp” and “altar” (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

If we follow Zertal in identifying the site as an altar, then its construction has a number of correlations with aspects of altars described in the Pentateuch. The earlier thirteenth-century BC level included a round installation with ashes and bones found at the center of the twelfth-century BC altar, in addition to the customary fill of earth and stones. Leviticus 6:3–4 requires that ashes be placed in a ritually pure site. At the east side of the “altar” was found a chalice-shaped container made of rock from the other side of the Jordan River. About 1200 BC, with no indication of a violent disruption or break, apparently the same people who had been visiting the site built a larger “altar.” This level of occupation lasted for about fifty years, according to pottery, and then it was abandoned without any indication of what happened. No figurines were found.

The north courtyard contains what Zertal (1986–87) has described as a “ramp” going up to the “altar.” Exodus 20:26 forbids the construction of steps on an altar so that no priest would expose himself when he used the steps. A ramp fulfilled this purpose. A veranda around the top of the “altar” has also been identified.19 Was it used to sprinkle blood on the four corners of the altar?

The pottery suggests a connection with the local region and perhaps with the area east of the Jordan River. Although the type of pottery in dominance changes between the two occupation levels and there are three times as much pottery in the later phase, the material culture does not otherwise appear different. Twenty percent of the pottery found is distinct to the area occupied by the Israelite tribe of Manasseh. It appears at the beginning of the thirteenth century BC and disappears at the end of the twelfth century BC. The abandonment could be related to the beginning of the Israelite settlement at Shiloh, where the Bible records the establishment of a sanctuary by Israel after entering the land. The presence of this pottery in Transjordan at sites such as Tell Deir ‘Alla is slightly earlier. Thus an east to west movement of the people using this pottery has been argued by Zertal.20

Is this actually an altar similar to that of Joshua as described in Joshua 8:30–35? This interpretation has been disputed.21 It has been suggested that this is merely an early farmhouse and agricultural installation, the beginnings of a settlement.22 Or perhaps it is a watchtower. The excavator, Adam Zertal, disputes these interpretations, however.23 The rough stones for the “altar,” the context of an area capable of handling a large public gathering, the “kosher” animal bones found in the area, the lack of any sizable wall that could be used for defense, the lack of particular sickle blades and other farming implements, and the position of the structure away from the peak of the ridge where it would be if it were a watchtower, may all suggest a cultic installation. This is not, however, to suggest that it is the altar of Joshua. Nor does it seem to be an altar at all, at least not the usual type of altar. There is no evidence of the sorts of things often found at altars: cult figurines, votive offerings, and [image: s58] But then the biblical texts argue that such was not allowed.24 Is it cultic? According to Grabbe (2002, 85) the evidence from the site “demonstrates nothing.” Against Grabbe, Bloch-Smith and Alpert-Nakhai describe the site as an atypical cultic site for Iron Age I Manasseh sites insofar as it is isolated on a hilltop and distant from any extensive agricultural land.25 Thus it does not fit into the typology of surrounding sites in the region from the same period. They suggest the earlier altar may have been Canaanite and the later structure was built on by the Israelites. However, the absence of Canaanite cultic paraphernalia makes a Canaanite altar difficult to identify there. Further, the continuity of culture between the phases suggests the same people who occupied the earlier one may also have used the later one.

.

The site on Mount Ebal remains anomalous. Perhaps for this reason some wish to remove any cultic association from it. By so doing, its obvious discontinuity with the earlier cults of the surrounding areas does not require explanation.

However, no other interpretation of the site commends itself. It seems not to be well positioned for a watchtower. This would make more sense if the structure were moved a distance of some feet to the peak of the ridge itself. The farmhouse identification requires one to explain the absence of horse, donkey, pig, and gazelle bones. As Zevit (2001, 200) observes: “The skewed distribution of bones supports a nondomestic interpretation of the site.” He also observes that the pottery, both in terms of types and distribution over the site, point toward a site where at least some of the animals may have been killed for cultic purposes. Typologically, although the site is unique, the altar resembles that of the later Israelite sanctuary in the fort at Arad. Both were built of an outer shell of uncut stones with an inner fill of dirt, stones, and (at Mount Ebal) ash. This altar construction distinguishes them from other forms of Canaanite altars and those in surrounding cultures. The continuity of the Ebal altar for animal sacrifice with one built centuries later at Arad implies a tradition of altar construction that was unique and ongoing in the religious life of ancient Israel. Finally, the single structure may imply a single deity as the focus of worship. If this site on Mount Ebal is an altar, then the absence of images, the particular animals sacrificed, the possible connection with a later Israelite cult site, and the single altar provide a distinctive collection of elements that set it apart from other Canaanite evidence. Beyond this, the identification of this site remains an open question that cannot be settled at present.

Shiloh 
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Fig. 25. Site of Khirbet Seilun, identified with biblical Shiloh (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Shiloh (Tell Seilun) is a pre-Israelite cult center, a Middle Bronze Age shrine, and a Late Bronze Age site occupied by a pastoral population.26 Finkelstein identified Late Bronze Age Shiloh as a cult center without links to any permanent settlement. The animal bones found with the offering vessels are mainly sheep and goats with a few cattle bones. This is more suggestive of a nomadic pastoral economy than of a settled economy.27

Noth suggested that the Shiloh sanctuary was intertribal, though he was influenced by his amphictyony hypothesis.28 Orlinsky (1962), de Geus (1976), Mayes (1974), and de Vaux (1978) argued that it was local. The archaeological and settlement evidence suggests that in the first half of the eleventh century BC, when occupation at Shiloh peaked, settlement was only beginning in the Upper Galilee, Beersheba Valley, and, to a certain extent, in the Judean hills. The plain of Issachar was uninhabited. Shiloh therefore was not a center for distant groups. However, the “well-developed architecture and the hints of very advanced planning”29 suggest a sphere of influence beyond the region of Ephraim (where the site was located) to Benjamin and Manasseh. Thus this may well have been an intertribal sanctuary site as suggested in 1 Samuel. Although the sanctuary at the top of the site is missing, the pillared buildings of Area C formed part of the sanctuary complex. Vessels with animal reliefs were found there.

Shiloh precedes the sanctuary of Bethel. Eighty-five to ninety percent of the central hill country Iron Age I sites are in the territories of Ephraim and Manasseh. Only later, at the end of the eleventh century BC, did settlement expand to “gain momentum” in Benjamin, Judah, and the Beersheba Valley.

Why was Shiloh the location of an early cult center? A Middle Bronze II cult site existed but no Late Bronze Age city with indigenous inhabitants. The region around Shiloh represents a dense Israelite settlement area with a sparse Canaanite population. It flourished from the second half of the twelfth century BC to the first half of the eleventh century BC, when it was destroyed, presumably by the Philistines.30 Its size was two and two-thirds acres, comparable to large villages such as Ai. Note that the cult site has not been found for the Middle Bronze, Late Bronze, and Iron I occupations. Some have suggested that it was located on the summit and destroyed in subsequent occupations. Also, it may have not existed as a permanent structure with identifiable remains. As a cult center between c. 1150 and c. 1050 BC, its location may reflect the development and change of occupation in the hill country. Conceivably, the site may have become more central to the settlement at this point than the Ebal site. Thus the center of habitation moved south.

Gilgal at Khirbet ed-Dawwara?

From the second half of the eleventh century until c. 900 BC in Benjamin, the most densely settled area of the hill country, and in the desert fringe to the east of the cultivated area, modern Khirbet ed-Dawwara, there is the earliest example of “full-scale Israelite fortification” with casemate-like rooms adjacent to the perimeter wall.31 Given its remote eastern location, its lack of customary domestic implements for such a site, and its having commenced occupation after the destruction of Shiloh, is this both a fort against the Philistines and the cult center of the Gilgal of Samuel and Saul?32 Israel Finkelstein argues the former and only suggests the latter, observing that such a conclusion requires this Gilgal to be different from the one in the Jordan Valley (i.e., the Gilgal of Joshua) and that, without further evidence, it could also be Beth-aven or simply an unnamed site. However, only thirty-six animal bone fragments were found. They included the remains of sheep, goats, cattle, dogs, and deer (Sadeh 1990).33

Other Biblical Cult Centers 

The Bible records additional cult centers at Mizpah (Judg. 20:1–3, 8–10, 21:1, 5, 8; 1 Sam. 7:5–11; 10:17–24); Hebron (2 Sam. 5:3; 15:7); Bethlehem (Judg. 19:18); Nob (1 Sam. 21:1–10 [Heb. 2–11]; 22:16–19); and Gibeath of Saul (2 Sam. 21:9).34

On a national level the biblical text indicates that the tribes of Israel united around the covenant with their God.35 They celebrated three feasts in the course of the year: Unleavened Bread in spring, Weeks at the beginning of summer, and Tabernacles in autumn. The last feast achieved special prominence as the Feast of Yahweh (Lev. 23:39), where the booths or “tabernacles” were perhaps associated with temporary dwellings where farmers lived at the time of the harvest.36 As suggested by their connection with the cultic calendar tradition already found at thirteenth-century BC Emar, the Passover (Exod. 12) and other festivals also appeared early and helped to stimulate the memory of Israel’s deliverance from Egypt.37

Animal Bones and Human Diet in the Hill Country 

Given the prominence of sheep and goat bones at the sites of Ebal, Shiloh, and Khirbet ed-Dawwara in the twelfth century BC and later, the relationship of this diet to the Bible and its contrast to surrounding cultures is observed in a cogent paragraph by Ashkelon’s excavator:38

Our staff zoo-archaeologists, Dr. Paula Wapnish and Professor Brian Hesse of the University of Alabama in Birmingham, have begun to document a rather dramatic shift in domesticated species at the end of the Late Bronze Age and the beginning of the Iron Age (12th century BC). The shift is from sheep and goats to pigs and cattle. This shift occurred at Ashkelon and other coastal sites, but not in the central highland villages of the same period dominated by Israelites—settlements like Ai, Raddana, and Ebal. From a strictly ecological perspective, this seems surprising. The oak-pine-and-terebinth woodlands that dominated the central hill country of Canaan, where the earliest Israelite settlements of about 1200 BC are to be found, are ideally suited for pig production, especially because of the shade and acorns. One reason why such a hog-acorn economy did not thrive in the early Israelite environment must ultimately be rooted in very early religious taboos that forbade the consumption of pork. If so, these findings would nullify the hypothesis of anthropologist Marvin Harris that “kosher” rules can be explained primarily by ecological considerations. These findings would also contradict those scholars who argue for a much later date for the introduction of these dietary restrictions.

Thus another explanation must be found for this diet. Wapnish (1993, 429) follows the comment of Hecker regarding Amarna, a site in Egypt where pork was a food associated with the urban poor. Thus one would expect to find it in urban environments but not in the highland villages. Indeed, Finkelstein (1996a, 206) notes that Iron I sites where pig bones occur include “Philistine” (Ashkelon, Miqne, Timnah-Batash) and tran-sjordanian (Hesban) locations, but not hill country ones (Ebal, Shiloh, Raddana). The Bible suggests that the biblical law prohibiting consumption of pork has an antiquity associated with earliest Israel, that is, during the Early Iron Age. This would have been the time that the hill country of Palestine was least urban and most village-centered. Therefore, the biblical date of the appearance of the law must be early in order to coincide with the archaeological data.39 Some scholars feel that a pork-free diet also helps to establish Israelite ethnic boundaries.

Death and Human Sacrifice?

The vow of Jephthah and the sacrifice of his daughter occur in Judges 11:30–40. He promised to sacrifice the first creature who came to meet him on his return. This turned out to be his daughter. He fulfilled his vow to sacrifice her as a burnt offering. Such a sacrifice would have been understood as a human sacrifice, not as a devotion of his daughter to a life dedicated to work or her commitment to the Israelite tabernacle (or some other cult center). The statement that this sacrifice was made to Yahweh does not suggest that this was the ideal either then or later. However, it does imply that people such as Jephthah did not see a contradiction between human sacrifice and worship of Yahweh. If this text contains traditions reaching back to Iron Age I, then it may suggest the presence of human sacrifice at this time in Transjordan. If so, this could occur in continuity with the earlier Egyptian relief of Ashkelon, which may depict child sacrifice there at the end of the thirteenth century BC.40 It also anticipates the more widespread evidence for human sacrifice in the first millennium BC as detailed in chapter 9.

Although significant both earlier and later, there is an absence of tombs in the Iron Age I hill country. It may be that this absence is reflective of the abandonment of more elaborate and socially elite burials as occurred in the Late Bronze Age. If so, this further supports the emergence of a simple, egalitarian society in the hill country that rejected earlier conventions.41 Compare also the absence of temples already mentioned.42

The United Monarchy 

Although there has been debate on the existence of the United Monarchy, studies have defended a significant archaeological presence in Jerusalem in the tenth century BC as well as both the attestation of the name of David as early as the tenth century and the geopolitical possibility of a mini-empire at the same time.43 Excavations in 2005 by Eilat Mazar (2006) at the City of David and south of the Temple Mount have revealed a late eleventh-century BC wall running from west to east across the top of the ancient town. Built on bedrock and containing Phoenician pottery from the time of David, this wall could suggest a large palace of the sort that would be found only at the center of a significant kingdom of that era. If these early indications prove well-founded then new evidence will exist for a small empire during the days of David and Solomon.

This section will consider the literary traditions of religious significance that may be traced to the United Monarchy. Consideration will then be given to the archaeological evidence and textual traditions tied to Jerusalem and especially to the temple.

Kingship and Saul 

Judges remembers some of the earliest leadership in Israel to have been by “judges.” The term, deriving from the West Semitic root [image: s59], is found in earlier societies such as that of eighteenth-century BC Mari. There it is used of an office of leadership as much as and more than that of a judicial figure. Its usage in the biblical Judges occurs as a charismatically appointed office, that is, one established and controlled by Yahweh rather than one that was hereditary. This appears to be unique in the ancient Near East. While judicial functions are described, most of the narratives deal with situations where a divinely appointed leader, with or without the assistance of fellow Israelites, delivers oppressed tribes by killing the enemy. From a religious standpoint this might seem ideal because it allows God’s selection to determine who becomes a judge. However, Judges exhibits a pattern of appointments to this office that become increasingly deviant from the divine will and gradually spirals out of control in terms of their own lives and effectiveness.44 At the end of the book there is a civil war in which nearly the entire tribe of Benjamin is wiped out. At no time does a judge unite all the tribes of Israel and the one case of a judge, Gideon, founding a dynasty ends in tragedy and ruin.

The people demand a permanent leader: a king instead of a judge. This is met with resistance by the prophet Samuel. He perceives the nation as rejecting him although Yahweh’s revelation insists that they are rejecting the deity (1 Sam. 8:7). The choice of Saul emphasizes that of a [image: s60]or “leader” rather than a melek or “king.”45 Nevertheless, his function as a permanent military leader led Saul to assume the trappings of kingship and the Bible does ascribe the title of king to him.46 In particular 1 Samuel 11:5 suggests that the increased pressure of the Philistines and other enemies brought about Saul’s role as a permanent king. Saul’s subsequent rejection as king, a fact announced by Samuel, occurs in the context of two separate actions: rather than wait for Samuel, he performed a sacrifice and thus usurped Samuel’s role (1 Sam. 13:4–15); and he did not fully exterminate the hated Amalekite enemy (1 Sam. 15). Nevertheless, David and Solomon at times sacrificed and acted with an authority that superseded any priest. Yet they were not condemned for this. Diana Edelman (1991) asserts that the story of 1 Samuel 15 looks for Saul to follow God’s guidance despite public opinion, private misgivings, or the attraction of political motives. His failure in this regard becomes the author of Samuel’s reason for Saul’s rejection. Mark George comments on 1 Samuel 13, noting that David is a man after Yahweh’s own heart because of his continual practice of enquiring of Yahweh and then declaring his trust in Yahweh, actions that stand in contrast to Saul’s particular concern for cultic observance and failure to inquire continually of Yahweh.47 In the end, Saul and his son and successor, Jonathan, are killed by the Philistine enemy. This is connected with his consultation of a medium the night before the battle (1 Sam. 28). The presence of spiritual channelers suggests the presence of a belief in contact and consultation with the dead that, despite attempts to outlaw it (including Saul’s own prohibition), remained a popular form of devotion that continued into the monarchical period.

2 Samuel 7 and David 

The rise of David and his dynasty represent a distinctive and permanent set of rulers who are portrayed in the Hebrew Bible as receiving their rulership as a covenantal gift from Yahweh. Nowhere is this more clearly stated than in 2 Samuel 7. This text is widely assumed to be a late addition retrojected back into the traditions of the dynasty’s founder. However, ancient Near Eastern parallels with second-millennium BC Hittite sources provide evidence for the antiquity of many of the ideas and expressions.

Moshe Weinfeld compares the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants with neo-Assyrian land grants and especially with the earlier Late Bronze Age (c. 1500–c. 1200 BC) Hittite grants in which the most prominent items bestowed by the Hittite king on Syrian vassals were land and the right of the reigning sovereign to preserve his dynasty.48 There are several ways that Hittite treaties bear ideas similar to those found in 2 Samuel 7 and the divine covenant in which God promises David an eternal dynasty. For one thing, compare the divine promise of 2 Samuel 7:14–15 to the treaty between the Hittite king and Ulmi-Teshub: “If one of your descendants sins the king will prosecute him at his court. Then when he is found guilty . . . if he deserves death he will die. But nobody will take away from the descendant of Ulmi-Teshub either his house or his land in order to give it to a descendant of somebody else.”49

Compare the divine adoption of sonship in 2 Samuel 7:14 (and in the Psalms)50 with the bilingual testament of Hittite king Hattusili I, “Behold, I declared for you the young Labarna: He shall sit on the throne. I, the king called him my son.” Thus the concept of sonship has nothing to do with a mythology where a god “adopts” a human king into divinity as his son.51 Instead, it is part of the legitimating process in which the king establishes a dynasty. Nuzi adoption contracts also call someone a son in order to establish the rights and privileges of the one chosen. Other verbal parallels with ancient Near Eastern documents of various types can be found. Gary Knoppers (1996) successfully challenges the argument that 2 Samuel 7 must be based solely on a land grant document in terms of structure and verbal parallelism. The biblical documents draw from a variety of sources according to their own needs and purposes.

In addition to 2 Samuel 7, written history and psalms reflect God’s chosen king and city. These perhaps were written for the elite, the literate members of the court.52 However, there was also an increasing number of Israelites who would either hear the stories read and psalms sung by Levites or other court representatives, or would themselves be able to read.53

Nor is the distinctive role of the king in Ugaritic literature the only legitimate comparison with the biblical texts that discuss David and the period of the monarchy. Many similarities have already been noted in the discussion of Ugarit in chapter 4. Many of the psalms of the Bible, often connected with David and his lineage, reveal a degree of similarity on multiple levels of correspondence. The closest parallels with the psalms as well as other Hebrew poetry can be found in the Ugaritic poetic texts. Thus at Ugarit Baal is a Cloud Rider just like Yahweh rides the clouds in Psalm 104:3.54 There are parallels with expressions and cadences as applied to Baal and to Yahweh:55

KTU 1.2 IV 9–10 has “As for your enemy, O Baal, as for your enemy, you’ll smite (him), you’ll destroy your adversary.”

Psalm 92:9 has “For surely your enemies, O Lord, surely your enemies will perish; all evildoers will be scattered.”

If the psalms contain repeated instances of prayers to Yahweh, KTU 1.119 provides the best and perhaps the only example of a lengthy prayer to Baal, occurring at the end of a ritual tablet.56

Additional themes found earlier in Ugaritic mythology recur in the Psalms and in the poetic literature. For example, Psalm 29 deals with Yahweh’s conflict with the sea. Other biblical poems address conflict with the dragon. In Psalm 74:13 the tannînîm or dragon has multiple heads.57

The Ark, Jerusalem, and the Temple 

There are two types of presentations of the temple in Jerusalem, pictorial and literary. The pictorial begins with 2 Samuel 6:12–23. There religious processions of the ark into Jerusalem are accompanied by David’s ritualistic dance. In the view of some this personifies the victory of God over enemies. The description resembles actions performed in the Ugaritic texts’ explanation of Baal’s defeat of his enemies and his distribution of food to all people (a divine banquet also found in Ugaritic texts).58 More generally, the intense music and dancing may function to call Yahweh’s attention to David and to look favorably on his action.59

The pictorial description also focused on Solomon’s construction of the temple that united all the people in the work of its construction, and in rendering Jerusalem and its God as the recognized center of the greatest empire with the greatest God who lived in the greatest temple.60 Its description is that of long-room Syrian temples known earlier in various Palestinian sites such as Bronze Age Hazor.61 Many temples in and around contemporary Syria also possessed this form. For a long time Tell Ta‘yinat in modern Turkey was thought to have the closest example of a temple like that of Solomon’s. The Tell Ta‘yinat temple was located adjacent to the palace on its site, just as is described in Jerusalem for Solomon’s temple.62 More recently, an even closer parallel has been identified at ‘Ain Dara in northern Syria. There the tenth-century BC temple possesses three rooms, two pillars at the entrance, and features such as recessed and latticed windows. Later a multistory set of rooms was built around three sides of the temple.63 It is actually larger than Solomon’s temple. Footsteps, each three feet long, were carved into the entrance steps and the portal to suggest a huge deity.64

Peter Machinist (1976) notes how these items were used as a justification of the Israelite appropriation of Canaanite culture. Psalm 29 appropriates attributes to Yahweh that had been given to Baal.65 The building projects in the Canaanite center of Jerusalem and especially the construction of the temple on the basis of Canaanite forms were all arguments that Yahweh had conquered the Canaanite deities. Machinist compares a similar situation in Mesopotamia a century or two earlier in which literature and architecture were used by Assyria to demonstrate its conquest and appropriation of Babylon and its culture.

The literary presentation of the temple focuses on 1 Kings 5–9 and its description of the temple’s construction and dedication. Victor Hurowitz (1992) compares temple building accounts from ancient Mesopotamia, from Ugarit, and from the Bible. Five elements occur in all the accounts: (1) a reason to build or restore a temple that includes a divine command or consent; (2) preparations for the construction; (3) description of the construction process and of the result; (4) dedication of the structure; (5) prayers for blessings on the temple and its builder; and sometimes (6) conditional curses and blessings to the future ruler who will be called on to rebuild or restore the temple. Each of these categories is applied to the appropriate section of 1 Kings 5–9, and the structures of both are found to be identical. The description that most closely resembles 1 Kings 5–9 is that of the twelfth- and eleventh-century BC Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser I.66

Additional parallels with 1 Kings 5–9 may be found in other Mesopotamian and Ugaritic literature. Assyrian texts describing the return of the god to its temple resemble the bringing of the ark to the temple in 1 Kings 8:1–11. Mesopotamian instructions for builders, receipts, didactic school texts, and the descriptions of temple vessels and buildings all have parallels in 1 Kings 5–9. Phoenician and Aramaic building inscriptions contain date formulae similar to that which occurs in the construction of the temple. The naming of the temple’s master builder (here Hiram) also appears in the Ugaritic Baal epic, in Enuma Elish Tablet V, and in Mesopotamian grant documents.

Formally, Solomon’s prayer of dedication in 1 Kings 8 may resemble other prayers of dedication by Assyrian and Babylonian rulers. In all these, concerns for dynastic stability and the answering of prayers predominate. However, with the Mesopotamian rulers it is assumed that the deity will answer because of the new home that is built for it. In 1 Kings, the temple is not assumed to be a “home” for the deity. In the context of what is designated Deuteronomistic theology, Solomon appeals to the word of God, in the forms of the divine promise to David and of the covenant made with all of Israel. Thus an ancient Near Eastern form is followed but its content is transformed by a wholly unique biblical theology.

Such a literary context raises interesting questions about the composition of these chapters. Did the author make use of royal administrative records and other temple inscriptions? Roger Tomes (1996) distinguishes form (temple building account) from motivation and sees for the latter the threatened destruction of the temple at the beginning of the sixth century BC. However, because the overall form seems to have been followed so closely, most or all of this text, just like other such accounts, may have been a temple building description written at the time of its construction in the international court of Solomon’s day. Donald Wise-man (1993, 42) suggests that the official annals of Solomon’s reign would have preserved this type of description, as found elsewhere in ancient Near Eastern royal annals.

Ziony Zevit (2001, 340–43) observes that the temple was enveloped on three sides by a three-storied chambered building.67 The temple includes a façade entrance, called an [image: s61], a holy place or antechamber for only the priests, called a [image: s62], and a most holy cubicle, known as [image: s63]. The antechamber and a distinct holy of holies are found in pre-themselves. Israelite Canaan at sites such as at Hazor and Lachish.68 Model shrines also reflect both antechambers and most holy places.69

Hurowitz (1994, 37) discusses the architecture of Solomon’s temple in light of what is known about other ancient Near Eastern temples and palaces. He concludes that the temple of Solomon was decorated with floral patterns in symbolism of the garden that often surrounded temples and palaces, that the pillars Yachin and Boaz represented the trees of life and knowledge as in the Garden of Eden, that the lion and cattle decorations symbolized the peaceful coexistence of wild and tame animals, that the cedar wood represented the Lebanon mountains where deity was often said to reside, and that the locations of divine palaces by a sea and at the confluence of rivers were represented by the bronze sea and the water basins.70 William Dever concurs, adding the following to the list of similarities with contemporary temples: a long-room temple pattern, ashlar masonry, wooden beams alternating with stone at every third course, carved wooden panels placed over the masonry, and decorations of cherubs, lions, and palm trees. Note Dever’s comment (2001, 145): “We now have direct Bronze and Iron Age parallels for every single feature of the ‘Solomonic temple’ as described in the Hebrew Bible; and the best parallels come from, and only from, the Canaanite-Phoenician world of the 15th–9th centuries.”

Additional Evidence of Cultic Materials from Iron Age I (c. 1200–c. 1000 BC) 

Cultural Background of Iron Age I Palestinian Highlands 

As noted in the first section of this chapter, there are grounds for identifying many of the Iron Age I villages, of which about three hundred have been discovered in the highlands of Palestine, with early Israel. There are estimates of between 40,000 and 75,000 people living west of the Jordan River in the central highlands.71 The culture of these villages can be identified.72 The sites themselves are small and oval-shaped villages. The use of coarse pots and silos reveals a simple lifestyle. There is no evidence of monumental building or centralized authority. There was no king in Israel.73
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Fig. 26. Palestinian highlands (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Alphabetic writing did exist at this time. This is different from the Late Bronze Age when the script was cuneiform and the language was Akkadian. Akkadian was the common language of trade and diplomacy used throughout the eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East. Lipiñski (1993b, 322) notes that this change in writing in Palestine came about with the “extinction of the tradition of cuneiform writing used in Canaan in the Late Bronze Age mainly for purposes of international correspondence. Local needs were obviously satisfied by the alphabetic script.” The fact that few historical records remain from this period has to do with the shift from more permanent clay tablets to perishable papyrus and animal skin. Already in the twelfth century BC, examples of inscriptions in southern Canaan include the Khirbet Raddana jar handle with the name of Ahilud on it.74 From a slightly later period an abecedary was found at Izbet-Sartah, a site probably identified with the Israelite village of Ebenezer. This text, like the tenth-century BC Gezer calendar and the abecedary from Tel Zayit, is an exercise of someone who was learning how to write.75 Dever (2001, 203) observes, “We may assume that writing, and even what we may call ‘functional’ literacy, was reasonably widespread by the 10th century, and certainly by the 9th century.”
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Fig. 27. Bull from Early Iron Age site east of Dothan (Courtesy of the Israel Antiquities Authority)

Initial settlement began in the Lower Galilee at this time. The Nazareth hills and the Beit Netofa Valley, found in the tribal allotments of Zebulun and Naphtali, were among the first to be settled, according to the occupational evidence.76 Eastern lower Galilee was not settled prior to the tenth century BC.

With rare exceptions, there are no shrines or temples in the village culture of the Iron Age I highlands in contrast to the proliferation of such in the fortified cities of the Late Bronze Age. This suggests a change from the traditional religious worship of the preceding period to a “simple, aniconic, noninstitutionalized cult.”77 In addition, the absence of pig bones suggests an ethnic marker for people for whom eating pork is taboo.

Additional Iron Age I Cultic Sites 

The Iron I period includes the emergence of several hundred villages in the highlands of Palestine and the areas east of the Jordan during the first part of the twelfth century. At least some of the inhabitants of these villages may be identified as recently settled Israel, as suggested above. The unusual aspect of these villages, in terms of religion, is the manner in which they minimize objects related to worship. Using the traditional means to identify cult centers, the early Iron Age cult sites are virtually free of any of the expected objects or architecture that customarily identify religious centers. There are almost no figurines nor are there any distinctive altars or temple/shrine architecture. Unlike the large fortress temple at Shechem, for example, village sites at Dan, Ai, Khirbet Raddana (although not much of a cultic nature was found here), Tell Irbid, and Tell es-Sa’;idiyeh contain evidence of simple cultic structures that stood among domestic structures. One finds at these sites an occasional standing stone, offering bench, or distinctive vessel.78

This contrasts with Late Bronze Age (c. 1550–c. 1200 BC) evidence from occupied sites of the same hill country region.79 These sites are often characterized as larger population centers, whereas those highland settlements of the Iron Age I period were villages. The finds at these village sites have revealed few distinctions in terms of any specialized architectural constructions or any prestige objects such as jewelry or cult items. The people of this society simply did not manufacture or use the same sorts of objects for worship as the evidence of their settled predecessors suggests. Some sites such as Shechem and Shiloh continue to exhibit special cultic buildings and objects into the Iron Age I. Others such as Tell el-‘Umeiri developed defenses with cultic installations. However, the highland villages of Iron Age I did not follow this pattern. In addition to the questionable Ebal site and what remains at Shiloh, already discussed, the following paragraphs list the major finds of cult sites and possible cultic implements in the region.

The first is the aptly named Bull site located four miles east of Dothan. The open site on top of the hill was used for the cultic purposes of the local village with a bronze bull figurine, a [image: s64], a small temenos wall surrounding an open-air paved area, and perhaps an additional cult object. The figurine has been identified as a zebu bull because of its northern style. Late Bronze Age Hazor has five such figurines and Ugarit has examples as well. Forms of this type of bull appear with the Sea Peoples on the relief at Medinet Habu.80 It is about seven inches long and five inches high. The bull figurine has been likened to the Middle Bronze Age Ashkelon object, but that image is more like a calf than a bull. In light of the form, some suggest that the image may represent either a weather god or El.81 Others see in the image a figure of Baal like the one destroyed by Gideon in Judges 6.82 One may compare the (village) altar to Baal in Judges 6:25–26 and Gideon’s later ephod, as well as the ephod, [image: s65] , and image of Judges 17:4–5.83 At the Bull site, the [image: s66]has a flat stone in front of it.84 It may or may not have been Israelite.85 Although the Bull site occurs within the area of the early Iron Age villages in the hill country, it appears to be unique. The small size of the cultic site and the immediate surrounding area do not support a view that this was a center for many worshipers. Rather, it appears to have been local to the nearby village or villages. Further, given the comparisons already noted, there remains nothing distinctive about this site. Finally, there is a question about the dating, so that some would reassign it to the Middle Bronze Age.86

Hazor was a village in the eleventh century BC. A jar was found at the site of Hazor with bronze votive objects. Also found there were incense stands, arrowheads, and four standing stones bordering a paved area. There was also a statue of a male figure with a cone hat and a weapon in his left hand.87 A goddess with serpents was found on a silver-plated bronze standard at Hazor stelae temple C.88

Dan did not have a sanctuary but a small room with a chalice, a krater, and a clay model shrine. Megiddo, in residential area CC, yielded ceramic cult stands, zoomorphic vessels, a kernos, and a bird bowl. Tell el-Wawiyat, a small single-period site in the Beit Netofah Valley, yielded a jar stand, a column base, a tabun (oven), and a tripod basalt bowl.89 Khirbet Raddana, a highlands village, contained two houses with offering stands, stone-paved platforms, and an interesting kernos krater with bullhead spouts that may suggest Hittite influence. Tel Qiri, on the Carmel slopes, contained a standing stone and a stone basin as well as many chalices and a figurine of the Egyptian god Ptah-Sokar.90

The Shechem fortress temple has been identified with the temple of Baal-berith/El-berith of Judges 9.91 Canaanite worship at a temple at Shechem focused on El/Baal-Berith (Judg. 9:4) who was worshiped beyond Shechem according to Judges 8:33.92 El-Berith in Judges 9:46 might be a more general use of “El” as “god,” who in this case would be identified with Baal. The temple of El/Baal-berith was destroyed by Abimelech (Judg. 9). It can be identified with the Late Bronze Age fortress temple identified at Shechem which was destroyed about 1100 BC.93 In the Bible this is the first appearance of so large a religious structure.94 Shechem may have had a pantheon, similar to other Canaanite cities. As already noted, in the fourteenth-century BC Amarna letters, the leader mentions “my god” in relation to his father. This may describe the worship or veneration of an ancestral spirit.95 Figurines and cuneiform texts from Shechem suggest tentatively that the term Baal-berith, “lord of the covenant,” was an epithet of the god El berit who functioned as a divine witness of treaties and covenants made on behalf of the city.96

There is mention of a Dagan temple at Philistine Ashdod in 1 Samuel 5:1–7. Jonathan Maccabaeus burnt a temple of Dagan at Ashdod in the second century BC.97 First Chronicles 10:10 mentions a Dagan temple at Beth Shan.98 Dagan appears in the place name of Beth-Dagan (also Beth-Dagon), the name of two sites located in Judah and Asher.

The ewer (two feet high and decorated in red paint) from c. 1220 BC at the Canaanite “fosse” temple at Lachish appears with depictions of ibexes flanking a tree. Hestrin (1987b) has identified these as symbolic of Asherah, a goddess also portrayed south in Egypt and north at Ugarit. The text probably reads “Mattan. An offering [to] my [la]dy Elat.”99 Alongside were a dozen scepters and two ivory pomegranates. Found at a thirteenth-century BC temple, in an area some seventy-five feet by forty-five feet, it possessed an entrance to the north near buildings used by a priest(?) and lit by slot windows or a clerestory and a white plaster mud-brick altar. Further, there is a gold plaque portraying a nude crowned goddess holding lotuses. Bones of sacrificial animals (sheep and goats as well as birds and fish) showed a predominance of interest in the right foreleg.100

At Ai, there is a room in the Israelite village with benches along its sides and a channel. Objects include a fenestrated stand (on the bench), an unfenestrated stand (on the floor), and an animal figurine.

East of the Jordan River, the site of Tell el-‘Umeiri contained what has been identified as a standing stone against an inner casemate wall. Tell es-Sa‘idiyeh, in the level subsequent to its destruction in Late Bronze IIB, had an eleventh-century BC building consisting of two rooms with a plastered offering bench and a niche at the rear wall. Tell Irbid, a walled site from the Late Bronze Age into Iron Age I, contained a room with an incense burner, goblets, lamps, and a basalt stand.101

In summary, with the exception of the continuing fortress sanctuary at Shechem, the other cult centers, including the Bull site (and Mount Ebal, if it is a sanctuary), tended to be small and simple, often open-air or built among other domestic dwellings. In this manner they contrasted with those of the Late Bronze Age.102 In Iron Age I no female deities are found in the pictorial art, except in the cheap terra cotta figurines. These suggest the role of the goddess in personal veneration for everyday needs of women. Images of deities, including Amun, Baal-Seth, and Reshef, are masculine, dominant, and triumphant.103

Cultic Sites of the Tenth Century BC 

Much of the United Monarchy extends into the tenth century BC. At this time the site of Dan included a large rectangular platform made of ashlars, with two storage buildings, one with two large Aegean-style pithoi (jars) and a third with a snake decoration.104 Seven-spouted lamps, an Astarte figurine, a four-horned altar, and an incense stand added to the repertoire. Food was prepared in the vicinity as pots and bowls suggest. The sacred area included a complex of rooms, identified as the [image: s67], with a sacrificial altar.105 There was a basin with grooved slabs to channel liquids into two jars, and four green faience figurines.

At Hazor in Room 3283 there was a stone, six and a half feet in height and shaped like a banana (a [image: s64]?). A room was lined with benches along the three walls of the raised platform. There was also the base of an incense stand, an axe head and other bronze objects, and a seated cone-head figurine. Like the slightly earlier Bull site, the bronzes lay in a deposit before the stone. Rituals toward the [image: s66]were directed southward.106

Taanach of the tenth century BC yielded no shrine. However, offering stands were found, as were an olive press, a mold for making female figurines, and some knuckle bones (astragli) used for divination.107 For the offering stands, see chapter 10 under the section “Iconography.”

At Tell el-Hammah, at the southern entrance to the Beth Shan Valley, in the tenth century BC in room 406 there were found a zoomorphic vessel, the remaining upper half of a female plaque figurine, and a multi-handled krater with animals in relief.108

Tel Rehov, south of Beth Shan, was an important Jordan Valley center in the tenth century BC. The open-air sanctuary in the lower city included an altar of unworked stone on top of a mud-brick platform, four unhewn standing stones like those at Tel Dan, a ceramic cult stand similar to those at Pella, an animal figurine, and two female figurines.109
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Fig. 28. Map of tenth-century BC cultic sites
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Fig. 29. Dan high place (Courtesy of Thomas B. Hall III and Richard S. Hess)

 At Tell Qasile, during the United Monarchy, temple 118 was surrounded on three sides by a plastered courtyard. It served as a public center. A round stone altar, evidence of columns, a raised platform, and cult vessels with animal forms were found.110

 At Tell Mazar, mound A is near the tell itself, about two miles north of Tell Deir ‘Alla and two miles east of the Jordan River in the Jordan Valley. There were three rooms and benches for offerings mainly along the northern and western walls. The vessels included two chalices, a cult stand, storage jars, kraters, and bowls. Mound A is dated to the tenth century BC.111

 At Lachish, cult room 49 contained benches, an altar, four clay stands, and other cultic implements, including fourteen bowls. The altar had no collar. No figurines were found. Two pairs of juxtaposed stands were excavated. These resemble the ones found at Megiddo and Hazor.112

On the site where the later and more impressive temples of Arad would be built, there was what may have been a sacred enclosure.113 Sometime before the destruction of the fortress Stratum XI, probably by the time of Pharoah Shishak’s invasion in 926 BC, a temple was built in the northeastern corner of the fort. The paved courtyard, with a central sacrificial altar, led through an opening in its western wall to a broadroom (north-south axis) with benches on the west side and on the south side. This in turn led through an opening in the broadroom’s western wall to a small niche (about four feet square) via three raised steps. The niche has a low platform in its northwest corner and two stelae, one of which had fallen on the platform, as well as two small altars without horns in front of the stelae. Traces of animal fat suggest foods were offered. They could have been purification offerings according to Leviticus. However, the biblical text required an altar with horns.

Iron Age I Place and Personal Names, Especially in Early Israel 

The place names and the personal names preserved from Iron Age I reveal the designations of at least five deities that were known in Palestine at this time.

Several place names occur in a form composed of Baal plus a name: Baal-Shalishah (2 Kings 4:42); Baal-Perazim (2 Sam. 5:20); and Baal-Tamar (Judg. 20:33).114 They may have been cult centers for the worship of local clans. It is not clear whether the deity worshiped was Baal or whether it was actually Yahweh who took the epithet or the name of Baal. The word “baal” can refer to the god by that name and also to a common noun meaning “lord, master.”115 And the uncertainty extends to Jonathan’s sons Eshbaal and Meribaal, and to David’s son Beeliada.116 Although the same may by true for Gideon’s other name, Jerubbaal, “Let Baal contend,” or less likely “May Baal give increase,”117 it is not so explained in the story of Judges 6–7. Rather Jerubbaal appears as an appeal to let Baal defend himself when Gideon tears down his altar.118

Astarte occurs in the place names Ashtaroth and Ashteroth-Karnaim. It may also appear in the expression of Deuteronomy 7:13; 28:4, 18, 51, rendered as “the young of your flock.” This latter refers to Astarte’s role as a fertility goddess.119

The divine sun appears in names such as Samson and Beth-Shemesh.120 It is personified in Psalm 19:6 [Heb. 7].121 Samson may be a solar hero.122 His name is derived from the Hebrew word for sun and he is associated with places such as Beth-Shemesh. There is also the association of the sun with a strong man in Psalm 19:4–5 [Heb. 5–6], and the contrast with Delilah, whose name sounds like the Hebrew word for night [image: s68].

The moon deity, Yera., appears in place names such as Beth-yera. and Jericho.123 It also occurs at thirteenth-century BC Hazor where a statue of a deity occurs with a crescent on its chest and a stele was found with hands raised to a crescent. A later stele from the site associated with Bethsaida was found there, possibly related to the moon cult.124 Lunar worship is mentioned in Deuteronomy 4:19; 17:3; 2 Kings 23:5; Jeremiah 8:2; and Job 31:26.

The goddess Anat is known as Baal’s consort and as a goddess of war in the Ugaritic myths. She appears in the Bible only in personal (Sham-gar ben Anath) and place names (Anathoth, Beth-Anath, Beth-Anoth).125 Arrowheads reputedly from near Bethlehem include names that refer to Anat (Ben Anat) and the servant of the “lioness” (Abdilabi’at).126

Summary 

The beginning of the chapter surveyed the theories regarding Israel’s appearance in the land and concluded that each perspective has something to contribute and that none is totally without merit. Nevertheless, there is evidence for a significant and influential element of early Israel to have entered the land from outside. The identification of the structure on Mount Ebal from c. 1200 BC remains controversial. Nevertheless, there remains the need to accommodate all the evidence, and the interpretation of an altar at this site cannot be discounted a priori.

Among evidence of religious practices at this time, there is a ban on pork among the early Israelites and possibly also the Canaanites, and the possibility of human sacrifice as suggested by the Ashkelon relief from c. 1210 BC and by the acts of Jephthah in Judges 11.

Kingship is treated with some ambiguity in the Bible as to its ultimate value. Nevertheless, the institution of the practice in eleventh-century BC Israel supports the belief that it was designed to enable Israel to achieve a self-identity and thus oppose the nations around it. Although there are perhaps hints in the Bible, there is no ongoing evidence for human kingship to have been recognized as divine. Expressions of God’s covenant with David and similarities of the temple descriptions with known archaeological and textual data from around the tenth century render plausible an eleventh-century context for the institution of kingship.

The diverse catalogs of archaeological evidence provide a sense of the simple cult and culture of highland Palestine during the Iron Age I. Despite the surrounding sophistication of the cities that survived the Late Bronze Age, there remained a contrast in the more “egalitarian” villages.

 Finally, we might suggest that the advent of kingship led to an abandonment of the egalitarian ideals of the highland culture and the embracing of a new form of government for Israel. The largely aniconic and simple nature of Israelite faith in the highland settlements changed under the influence of a more sophisticated monarchy that incorporated examples of polytheistic worship.

1 . See Hess (1999a). Other studies such as Dever (2003) and Killebrew (2005, 149–96) provide useful updates and perspectives. However, the revolution that has emerged as a result of the surveys of the Palestinian highlands as published in a preliminary fashion by Finkelstein (1988) were the last major item of new information to have input into the discussion.

2 . On the nature of archaeology as driven by theories and especially by the current popular fads in philosophy and social sciences methodologies, see Trigger (1998).

3 . Cf. Yadin (1985).

4 . Cf. Gottwald (1979). It was the growing frequency of drought—and the crop failures and hunger it brought with it—that set in motion the internal strife, warfare, plague, 

5 . On the Shasu, see p. 159.

6 . Here and in Stiebing (1994) he surveys the evidence from across Europe, the Mediterranean, and the Middle East to demonstrate a climatic drying and reduction in population. Whitelam (1994, 81) also cites the studies of Desborough to demonstrate that the Late Bronze Age decline of Mycenaean palace centers led to settlement shifts in highland and other remote areas.

7 . Cf. Dever in Shanks, et al. (1992, 43). Dever (2001, 110) specifies as follows: twelve thousand c. 1200 BC; fifty-five thousand in the twelfth century; and seventy-five thousand in the eleventh century.

8 . Zevit (2001, 91) is emphatic about the problems with assuming a large hill country nomadic population in the Late Bronze Age. Seeing it as an argument from silence and a failure to engage with the dimorphic society model (in which herders and sedentary peoples are mutually dependent on one another), he notes that herders would have found their best areas on the coastal plain rather than in the hill country. Yet pastoralists are mentioned in contemporary Egyptian records as inhabiting the area south of Gaza but not the coastal plain or the hill country. Finally, there are no archaeological traces of seminomadism from this period unlike those that occur from other periods in the region.

9 . Cf. Whitelam (1994, 80), who cites evidence for the urban elite of Palestine as having been part of a “world economy.”

10 . This criticism can also be applied to the attempt of Drews (1993) to trace the end of the Bronze Age to the introduction of a new type of infantry javelin into warfare, and to Muth (1997), who attributes the emergence of Israel to the appearance of iron tools (and subsequent increase in food production) in Iron Age I.

11 . Cf. Younger (1990, 197–237).

12 . These letters are EA 185 and EA 186. Cf. Hess (1999b). Parker (1997, 132–33) is correct that the style of Josh. 10 is different from that of Mesha and the Tel Dan stele. However, what Parker describes as “too monotonous” and “too restricted” is exactly the same as the style of the conquest accounts in the second-millennium Mayarzana correspondence and in the ancient Near Eastern conquest accounts already mentioned.

13 . So Brueggemann (1986).

14 . As argued by Gottwald (1989) and Brueggemann (1986).

15 . Cf. Zevit (2001, 111n44). He uses this as a hypothesis to explain the fact that some Late Bronze Age sites continued into Iron I without interruption while others were destroyed and many new sites developed. For the data see Ji (1995, 129–38).

16 . Anderson (1991).

17 . For this and what follows, cf. Zertal (1985; 1986; 1986–87).

18 . Weinstein (1997, 88–89) argues that this is insufficient evidence to date this structure. He prefers a twelfth-century BC date but does not explain why.

19 . Zevit (2001, 303) considers this to be a [image: s69] as was required for certain blood sacrifices. Traditionally this has been interpreted as the base of the altar (cf. NIV).

20 . Zertal (1991a, 32–34; 1996; 1998) refers to the distribution of three types of cooking pots. However, Dever (Shanks et al. [1992, 51]) disputes this as impossible to demonstrate from an archaeological standpoint. Nevertheless, ongoing publication of the ceramic data continue to support this (Zevit [2001, 102–3]). The analysis of the genealogical data of Chronicles (Galil [1983, xxiii–xxiv]) correlates well with the presence of an early Israel east of the Jordan River.

21 . Cf. Dever in Shanks et al. (1992, 33–34); Dever (2003, 89–90).

22 . Cf. Ahlström (1993, 366).

23 . Cf. Zertal (1985; 1986; 1986–87).

24 . Zertal (1995, 273) concludes that the cultic nature of the site has been generally accepted and that no convincing alternative for it has been successful. His own analysis of contemporary and later fortresses in the region concludes that they are not like the Mount Ebal site.

25 . Cf. Bloch-Smith and Alpert-Nakhai (1999, 71, 77). The region occupied by the Israelite tribe of Manasseh west of the Jordan River includes the area of Mount Ebal.

26 . Cf. Finkelstein (1988). For the Bronze Age site see the discussion under the list of sites at the end of chapter 5, p. 133.

27 . The ratio of sheep/goats to cattle is 94 to 6.

28 . This refers to the now discredited amphictyony hypothesis argued that the Israelite central sanctuary with a twelve-tribe league following the model of the Classical Greek league of twelve cities.

29 . Finkelstein (1985).

30 . Cf. the story of the Philistine defeat of the Israelites in 1 Sam. 4.

31 . Cf. Finkelstein (1990, 197).

32 . Cf. its mention in 1 Sam. 7:16; 10:8; 11:14–15; 13:4, 7–8, 12, 15; 15:12, 21, 33.

33 . Ahlström (1993, 438–39) suggests the site could have been a base on the border between Ephraim and Benjamin from which Saul extended his military control over the Jordan Valley and Transjordan.

34 . See Zevit (2001, 255).

35 . See the section in chapter 6 on “Treaty and Covenant” on pp. 167–69.

36 . So P. Miller (2000, 84); although Lev. 23:42 associates it with the Exodus from Egypt. On the antiquity of this part of the cultic calendar see the discussion on p. 118.

37 . Ibid.

38 . Stager (1991a, 31). Cf. Hesse (1986).

39 . Cf. Finkelstein and Silberman (2001, 119–20). Zevit (2001, 100) considers presence or absence of pig bones to be a second-order datum because the number of sites providing them is statistically insignificant and because the argument arises from the absence of evidence. However, it should be remembered that this is true of virtually all Iron Age I hill sites (as opposed to virtually all coastal sites in Canaan where this evidence has been reviewed) and that the presence of pig bones at “nonhill country” sites of Palestine in Iron Age I is a positive datum. While technically an argument from silence, the “silence” is “broken” in such a manner as to form a “gastrobar” that matches other evidence for settlement at this time.

40 . See chapter 4, p. 102, and chapter 5, p. 136.

41 . Faust (2004).

42 . Cf. chapter 6.

43 . For the archaeology, see Cahill (2003; 2004). For the textual evidence of a tenth-century BC David and the possibility of a small “empire,” see Kitchen (2002; 2003, 93, 99–100, 452–53).

44 . Cf. B. Webb (1987); Exum (1990).

45 . Cf. 1 Sam. 9:16 where Yahweh describes Saul in this manner. See also 1 Sam. 10:1 where Samuel uses the term when he anoints Saul as leader. For 1 Sam. and Saul, see Long (1989).

46 . Cf. e.g., 1 Sam. 12:1–2, 13–14; 13:1; 15:1.

47 . Cf. George (2002, 457).

48 . Cf. Weinfeld (1993, 236–47).

49 . Laato (1997) has studied early second-millennium BC Mari and Eshnunna texts, as well as those from later periods, concluding that ideas such as the promise of an eternal dynasty were known and used before and after the time of David. The identification of this vocabulary as Deuteronomistic is not proven nor can it be used to date the prophecy.

50 . An example is found in Ps. 45:6 [Heb. 7] where the king is addressed as “your throne, O God, will last forever.” Although it is possible to understand this line as “your divine throne” or to see it interpolated into the psalm in a postexilic context where such kingship is ascribed to God alone, the simplest understanding remains that this psalm of a royal wedding ascribes a divine aspect to the royal bridegroom. It was upon such texts that the Myth and Ritual School (see the discussion of this school of thought in chapter 3, p. 61) established the view that ancient Israel regarded and celebrated its king in Jerusalem as a deity. However, the Hittites and the royalty at Ugarit received such ascriptions and yet it is clear that the living kings of both were not worshiped as divine through cultic activities or other means. Thus it is best to understand the unique role of the king in Jerusalem as one possessing a special relationship to God without any necessary bestowal of divinity.

51 . This was the view of some biblical scholars in the past. See the preceding note.

52 . Cf. Liverani (1990); Machinist (1976).

53 . Cf. Hess (2002b).

54 . KTU 1.1 IV 8. De Moor (1971, 98) and Day (2000, 92) note that Be-’-li-ra-kab-bi “Baal of the chariot,” is known from Samal and that Ramesses II compared himself with Baal when he rode his chariot. Elsewhere in Ugaritic literature rkb means “ride” or “mount.” Ps. 68:4 [Heb. 5] refers to Yahweh as a rider through the deserts, reading [image: s70] following Day (2000, 92–93), in accordance with the wilderness and Sinai traditions.

55 . For music at Ugarit see Koitabashi (1998).

56 . See chapter 4, pp. 108–9.

57 . See further on these and other themes in chapter 4, p. 96. Day (2000, 98–107) holds that the Leviathan and Behemoth, as described in Job 40–41, designate mythical rather than zoological creatures.

58 . Seow (1989, 7–8) understands 2 Sam. 5–6 within the context of “a religio-political drama celebrating the victory of YHWH as the divine warrior of Canaanite mythology and his consequent accession as king.”

59 . David Wright (2002) regards the dancing as erotic.

60 . Cf. C. Meyers (1987); also Strange (1991, 24–29), but Strange’s attempts to ascribe here a divine kingship to Solomon are speculative.

61 . For others see the list in chapter 5, p. 126.

62 . King and Stager (2001, 335–36), who also note that the later Philistine temple at Ekron follows this “West Semitic” model.

63 . Monson (1999; 2000).

64 . Cf. Baal’s size, throne, palace, and “hand” (KTU 1.101 1–3; 1.6 I 59–61; 1.4 VI 56–57; 1.23 33–35; as collected by M. Smith [2001a, 84]).

65 . See further in chapter 4, p. 97.

66 . The same comparisons can be made with the building of the second temple in Zech. 4:6–10. Cf. Laato (1994). Van Seters (1997, 55) disputes the parallels as general and vague. However, he does not provide the sort of detailed examination that Hurowitz (1992) undertakes, both in terms of the varieties of literature and of the study of the texts Nevertheless, he is accurate in his observation that, when it comes to the written text, the perspective is not that of the king but of the historian. Thus, whatever the sources, they have been modified to fit into their present context.

67 . See the above example of ‘Ain Dara where evidence for such structures existed. For this structure attached to the temple building itself, cf. 1 Kings 6:5, 10.

68 . See chapter 5, p. 126.

69 . See further in chapter 10, p. 307.

70 . Hurowitz (1994, 33) suggests that the pictures of animals were intended as depictions of God’s power and dominion over creation. The cherubim represented his retinue and guard. For the copper stands in the courtyard of the temple as cult stands, see King and Stager (2001, 341). God’s presence is immediate in Ezek. 40–48 and replaces the ark. Cf. Joyce (2005).

71 . Cf. Bloch-Smith and Alpert-Nakhai (1999, 77).

72 . Cf. Finkelstein (1988; 1988–89).

73 . Cf. Dever (2001, 113).

74 . Cf. Bloch-Smith and Alpert-Nakhai (1999, 73), with photo. In fact, the list of recovered inscriptions demonstrates reading and writing throughout all the regions of settled Israel, both rural and urban, in every century after this. See Hess (2002c).

75 . Izbet-Sartah is located west of the hill country, near Aphek and just overlooking the coastal plain. It has been identified with the Ebenezer of 1 Sam. 4:1; 5:1; 7:12. It is disputed whether this site is Israelite in an ethnic sense, and whether the writing can be called Hebrew as opposed to a “pre-Hebrew” script. Cf. Ahlström (1993, 353–56). However, as has been noted, what is Israelite and what is not Israelite cannot easily be distinguished from the material culture. Further, to dispute that a script is Hebrew, because it is too early, is meaningless unless one can say with certainty when the Hebrew script began and how widely it was distributed. Tel Zayit is a site of eight acres southwest of Jerusalem and eighteen miles east of Ashkelon. The script has been generally identified as an example of one in the transition period from a generally Phoenician script to one that is specifically Hebrew. See Hess 2006; Tappy et al., 2006.

76 . Cf. Gal (1991; 1992); Zertal (1991a; 1991b). Movement of settlement from the eastern to the western slopes of the central hill country led to increased specialization and population pressure that brought encounters with Philistines of the coastal plain and competition for resources (Finkelstein 1995). Contrast Dever (2003).

77 . Dever (2001, 113–14).

78 . Cf. Biran (1993, 326); Joseph Callaway (1993, 44–45); James Callaway (1993); Lenzen (1997, 181); Tubb (1993, 1298); Alpert-Nakhai (2001, 170–76). Alpert-Nakhai also includes Tell el-‘Umeiri. However, this site has the largest defensive system in Palestine in the Early Iron Age. Cf. Geraty (1997). Villages at Hazor and Megiddo also contained more elaborate remains, but these may have included forms from the Bronze Age, as did sites such as Dan. Cf. Ussishkin (1997, 464); Yadin (1993, 600–602). Tel Qiri, located near what may have been regarded as the ancient sacred area of Mt. Carmel and close to the Canaanite passes into the Megiddo Plain, contained materials that may reflect its having been situated adjacent to important international trade routes. The unfortified nature of the settlement and the remains that attest to a wealthy group of inhabitants suggest a security that was not available to previous periods. Its cultic repertoire from the end of the eleventh century is more elaborate and includes a building, an incense burner, and the remains of sacrifices in the form of foreleg bones of goat and sheep. See Ben-Tor (1993b, 1228–29).

79 . In fact, Alpert-Nakhai (2001, 120, 136–52) identifies seven sites west of the Jordan and four sites east of the Jordan that she argues lie within the region of early Israel or immediately adjacent to it. Excavations at these sites have revealed distinctive architecture or cultic objects that suggest religious activities. She lists Beth Shean, Shechem, Aphek, Shiloh, Gezer, and Jerusalem west of the Jordan, and Pella, Tell Abu al-Kharaz, Tell Deir ‘Alla, and Tel Safut east of the river. See further the list of sites at the end of chapter 5 and the discussion of many of these there.

80 . Cf. Zevit (2001, 178–79). See discussion of comparisons in A. Mazar (1982).

81 . Cf. Keel and Uehlinger (1998, 118). Early on Yahweh appears as an El figure. See Dever (2001, 175).

82 . Cf. Bloch-Smith and Alpert-Nakhai (1999, 76–77).

83 . See Callaway and Miller (1999, 86).

84 . A similar arrangement in an Iron Age I domestic setting at Tell el-‘Umeiri has been identified by L. G. Herr, and one with multiple [image: s71]is attested at Dan (Zevit [2001, 178n94]).

85 . Cf. Zevit (2001, 180, 250–51). He compares both the Bull site and Mount Ebal with Minoan peak sanctuaries that served cult purposes from 1900 to 1600 BC and continued on mainland Greece until the eighth century. They were visible from villages and within a few hours’ walk, serving a local region. Compare also the high places of Iron Age II in Isa. 57:7; 65:7; Hosea 4:13.

86 . Cf. Finkelstein (1998).

87 . Cf. Yadin (1993).

88 . Cf. Kitchen (2003, 408).

89 . Cf. Biran (1993); Ussishkin (1997); Alpert-Nakhai (2001, 172–73).

90 . Cf. Yadin (1993); Alpert-Nakhai (2001, 174).

91 . Temple 2b of Temenos 9/Stratum XI.

92 . See Day (2000, 69).

93 . Stager (1999; 2003).

94 . Followed by the Philistine temples; Kitchen (2003, 402).

95 . See Hess (1993b, 102).

96 . Cf. Lewis (1996). For further discussion concerning the complex and ancient tradition history surrounding Shechem and its relation to early Israel (warlike in Gen. 34; peaceful in Josh. 24:25–26), see M. Smith (2003, 42).

97 . See 1 Macc. 10:83–84; 11:4; Day (2000, 86).

98 . Day (2000) regards this as “hardly . . . an early tradition.”

99 . M. Smith (2003, 28–29). See further on Lachish and the ewer in chapter 5 on pp. 134–35.

100 . So Kitchen (2003, 406–8); cf. Lev. 7:32–34 on the subject of the right foreleg.

101 . Cf. Alpert-Nakhai (2001, 175).

102 . Ibid., 176.

103 . See Keel and Uehlinger (1998, 109–31).

104 . Cf. Dan’s description of a serpent in Gen. 49:17. Zevit (2001, 180–85) suggests that in antiquity the Huleh basin was a marshland with Dan on high ground. The city became associated with boats (Judg. 5:17) and with the anchors found at the cult site as votive offerings. The marshland of the Huleh basin was crossed by these boats. Others connect the Judges reference to Dan’s remaining in ships with the tribe hiring themselves out to work on board Phoenician vessels.

105 . For the [image: s67], see 1 Sam. 9:22; 1 Chron. 9:26. This seems to be a set of rooms associated with the high place.

106 . Cf. Zevit (2001, 202–5).

107 . Cf. Dever (2001, 178); Kitchen (2003, 410).

108 . Cf. Cahill and Tarler (1993).

109 . Cf. Mazar and Camp (2000).

110 . Cf. A. Mazar (1993, 1209–12).

111 . Cf. De Groot (1993, 989).

112 . See Zevit (2001, 213–17, 311–12), who suggests that perhaps one major and two minor deities were worshiped.

113 . Ibid., 158.

114 . See P. Miller (2000, 66).

115 . Cf. Hosea 2:16 [Heb. 18]. The eighth-century BC prophet uses these terms with reference to Yahweh.

116 . Thus, contra M. Smith (2003, 46), this should not be used as evidence of the worship of Baal in Saul’s family.

117 . Cf. Day (2000, 72).

118 . Cf. M. Smith (2003, 43), who argues that this narrative hides the origin of the name in a context of Baal worshipers. He compares the similar name of the Amarna Age Byblian leader, Rib-Adda. While it is clear from the account that some of the townspeople worshiped Baal, the origin and meaning behind any personal name may have various explanations. The rationale for giving the name to Rib-Adda does not need to be identical to that for Jerubbaal. Nevertheless, one may suspect that in the time of the Judges Baal worship may lie behind the name, while its reinterpretation may have signaled a change in Jerubbaal’s practice. In this manner, the name Gideon, as “the hewer,” could have been applied to the figure by himself and by later Yahwistic bearers of this tradition.

119 . See Day (2000, 128–32, 165), who describes the “Sheger,” which appears in the second half of these verses and is rendered “and the young of your sheep,” as a deity.

120 . Day (2000, 152) identifies this site (Josh. 15:10) with Ir-Shemesh (Josh. 19:41) and Har-heres (Judg. 1:35). Day also notes En-Shemesh (Josh. 15:7; 18:17) in Judah and Timnath-serah (Josh. 19:50; 24:30) in Ephraim. He also notes Shamash-Edom in Thutmose III’s fifteenth-century BC Palestinian town list.

121 . Elsewhere, sun worship may be identified with Yahweh in texts such as 1 Kings 8:12; 2 Kings 23:5, 11; and Ezek. 8:16. The latter three references are noted in Day (2000, 156) as placing sun worship in the Jerusalem temple. Job 38:7 identifies the sun as part of the host of heaven or of the sons of God. These texts are supported by the identification of sun imagery with Yahweh in personal names, by pictures of the sun in iconography of the Judean kingdom, and by other artistic representations from in and around Palestine. See J. Glen Taylor (1993; 1994; 1996). However, the evidence is subject to alternative interpretation, and it is not certain what the “identification” of Yahweh with sun worship means. Was Yahweh worshiped as a form of the sun deity or believed to possess all the attributes that other people ascribed to the sun deity? However it is understood, the collected data presents a significant case for some sort of relationship between Yahweh and sun imagery.

122 . Cf. Day (2000, 161–62).

123 . Ibid., 163.

124 . A personal name, [image: s72] (30), occurs on a Middle Bronze Age administrative tablet found at Hazor. The name means “The lunar deity is (my) father.”

125 . Cf. Walls (1992); Day (2000, 132–33).

126 . Cf. Hess (2004c).
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Written Sources for the Divided Monarchy

• Literary: Bible

» Kings of Ancient Israel 

» Prophets of Ancient Israel 

» Death and Resurrection 

• Literary: Classical Sources 

• Onomastic 

» Personal Names 

» Place Names 

• Epigraphic 

» Deir ‘Alla Plasters 

» Jerusalem Pomegranate 

» Ein Gedi Cave 

» Ketef Hinnom Silver Strips 

» Khirbet Beit Lei 

» Miqneyahu Seal 

» Yahweh Blessings on Ostraca from Lachish and Arad 

» Kuntillet ‘Ajrud Texts 

» Khirbet el-Qom Blessing 

• Summary 

• Excursus: Religion of Phoenicia 

» Common Elements 

» Elements Specific to a City

As has been the approach in the previous chapters, the focus here will be on an examination of the relevant sources to learn what may be known of the practices of peoples in ancient Israel during the period between c. 931 and 586 BC. Although some of the biblical and extrabiblical sources lie beyond this time period, they contain authentic memories of the earlier period and these will be used to supplement the contemporary sources.

Literary: Bible 

Kings of Ancient Israel 

The Bible relates that after the death of Solomon the kingdom was divided into two parts. In the south, the tribe of Judah and the tribe of Benjamin allied. These two preserved the ruling dynasty of David at Jerusalem. In the north, a new king arose and led the remaining tribal territories. His name was Jeroboam I (c. 931/30–c. 911/10 BC).1 He instituted cultic practices of the north, celebrating the Feast of Booths (?) in the eighth month, a month removed from Judah’s celebration of it in the seventh month. Jeroboam I also instituted the worship of gold calves at the northern and southern borders of his kingdom, Dan and Bethel (1 Kings 12:28–32). The Iron Age I (c. 1200–c. 1000 BC) Bull site in the north (see chapter 8) indicates a wider usage of this type of cult than previously thought. Contemporary Assyrian, Aramaic, and Phoenician documents further confirm that kings could appoint and dismiss priests, establish cultic calendars, and build temples and shrines.2 Jeroboam’s son, Nadab, and most northern kings followed his cultic practices. Perhaps the frequently referenced written sources for Kings and Chronicles were similar to other ancient Near Eastern chronicles, in which were recorded pious acts of rededication of shrines and continuing patronage, along with innovative religious acts of kings.3

[image: 9781441201126_0249_001]
Fig. 30. The Black Obelisk of Shalmaneser III, possibly portraying Jehu in obeisance to Shalmaneser (Courtesy of James Hoffmeier)

During Ahab’s reign, Hiel of Bethel laid the foundations of Jericho and brought about the death of his youngest and oldest sons (1 Kings 16:34). While this may relate to Joshua’s curse (Josh. 6:26), it may also be related to foundation sacrifices (including human sacrifices), placed at the gate of a new town to ward off evil.4

Figures such as Ahab (c. 875/74–c. 853 BC) and Ahaziah (c. 853–c. 852 BC; 1 Kings 22:51–52 [Heb. 53–54]) may have been mentioned in the context of Baal worship by the sources referenced in Kings and Chronicles, but other kings did not worship Baal and were not so mentioned. The more perfunctory acts of continuing the cult of Jeroboam I could be done by kings at the capitals of either Tirzah or Shechem and did not require more than the royal assent. Thus Zimri (c. 886/85 BC), who reigned for only a week, was able to participate in them and received notice by the author of Kings in the annals that he cited (1 Kings 16:15). Therefore, while Zevit ascribes these Deuteronomistic notes5 to a historical source (which may have recorded them in a positive manner), he notes that Israelite religion was “a matter dependent only nominally on the king.”6 Support from the cultic leadership was one of several sources from which the northern kings drew their legitimacy.

During Ahab’s reign a minority worshiped Baal exclusively while another minority worshiped Yahweh exclusively. First Kings 19:18 and 2 Kings 10:18–23 indicate that Baal was worshiped by bowing and kissing, and by priests wearing special clothes. When Jehu (c. 841–c. 814/13 BC) extirpated the cult, he did not touch the asherah that Ahab had built (2 Kings 13:6).7 Popular sympathy may have regarded Asherah as separate from Baal and more acceptable, even to Yahweh worship.8 In line with Kuntillet [image: s1] and other inscriptions (see below) Yahweh and Asherah were the chief deities and they were partners. If Ahab believed this it may explain why he did not place the asherah in the temple of Baal (1 Kings 16:32–33). Asherah was Yahweh’s consort. Jehu’s destruction of the temple left the asherah symbol unaffected. In the north in the eighth century BC the presence of Baal names as well as the extra-biblical personal name ‘glyw, “Yahweh is a calf” (or “calf of Yahweh”)9 testify, along with Kings, Amos, and Hosea, to the continuing presence of various divinities and images.10

In the south there is much more detail about illicit cultic institutions. Here the kings achieved legitimacy independent of the cult and dominated it. In addition to the temple to Yahweh, Solomon set up high places or [image: s73] to Astarte of Sidon, Chemosh of Moab, and Milkom of Ammon (1 Kings 11:5–7; 2 Kings 23:13). They were maintained for three centuries (except during Hezekiah’s rule) until destroyed by Josiah.

In 1 Kings 14:22–24 the suggestion is that Judeans set up “high places” with [image: s71]and [image: s74]“on every high hill and under every leafy tree.”11 Zevit, who suggests that these were located outside the cities, notes that 2 Chronicles 11:13–17 mentions that Jeroboam I did not support many of the priests and Levites there, so they moved south.12 The mention of the so-called high places or [image: s73]may suggest that this is where they took up residence. The invasion of Pharaoh Shishak in Rehoboam’s fifth year (926 BC) is juxtaposed to this idolatry as a punishment for Rehoboam’s failure to deal with these assaults (1 Kings 14:25–28).

Asa of the southern kingdom (c. 912/11–c. 871/70 BC) followed David in removing the [image: s75](cultic personnel), the gillulîm (round images; 1 Kings 15:12; see next section), and the [image: s76], an image set up by his mother.13 He did not remove the [image: s73]and made votive offerings at the temple (1 Kings 15:9–15). He also imprisoned Hanani, the seer, and persecuted others (2 Chron. 16:7–10). That he was able to expel (rather than put to death) the [image: s75]suggests that they may not have been Judahites.14 As at Ugarit they may have been musicians or poets recounting the ancient myths of Canaan. Some, however, continued (1 Kings 22:47) and may have connected with the rural cults. Precious objects were gathered into Jerusalem from the [image: s73](where they had been dedicated) in 1 Kings 15:16–19.

Jehoshaphat (c. 871/70–c. 849/48 BC) continued Asa’s religious policy by avoiding the [image: s3]. He drove out the [image: s75](1 Kings 22:46 [Heb. 47]).

Jehoshaphat’s son Jehoram (c. 849/48–c. 842 BC) married Ahab’s daughter Athaliah (c. 841–c. 835 BC), who would succeed him to the throne of Judah. Jehoram “walked in the ways of the kings of Israel” like Ahab (2 Kings 8:18). At Ekron, the old Philistine city, the Bible may indicate that the Baal worshiped at this time was named Baal-zebul. If so, then in 2 Kings 1:2, 3, 6, and 16, the writer changed the name of Baal-zebul, meaning prince Baal, into the more derogatory Baal-zebub, meaning Baal or lord of flies.15

With the coup against Athaliah and the restoration of the Judean monarchy in the person of young Joash (c. 835–c. 796/95 BC), two covenants were made (2 Kings 11:17), one between Yahweh and the king and his people, and the other between King Joash and the people. A Baal temple in Jerusalem was pulled down and its one priest, Mattan, was killed (11:18).

The following kings, J(eh)oash (c. 835–c. 796/95 BC), Amaziah (c. 796/95–c. 776/75 BC), Uzziah or Azariah (c. 776/75–c. 736/35 BC), and Jotham (c. 750–735/730 BC), did what was right before Yahweh.16

 Ahaz (c. 735/34 or 731/30–c. 715 BC) son of Jotham, like Jehoram, “walked in the ways of the kings of Israel.” He introduced a new altar, removed the [image: s77] or large water basin, and made changes to the temple architecture and laver stands (2 Kings 16:10–18). The result may suggest that this was not an Assyrian innovation only (this has been suggested based on Ahaz’s alliance with that empire [2 Kings 16:7–9]), but may have been influenced by West Semitic mythology. Such myths differed from the accounts about Yahweh (Exod. 15) and emphasized instead the conflict between Baal and Yamm found at Ugarit.17 The text, however, condemns it as a foreign intrusion. Second Chronicles 28:24–25 indicates that Ahaz built [image: s73]in the cities of Judah. He also passed his son through the fire, very possibly an indication of human sacrifice.18 Leviticus 20:2–5 suggests that human sacrifice took place at the temple and therefore forbids it.

Hezekiah (c. 715–c. 687/86 BC), son of Ahaz, took away the [image: s3] and destroyed [image: s58], [image: s78], and the Nehushtan serpent that was worshiped.19

Manasseh (c. 687/86–c. 642 BC), son of Hezekiah, rebuilt the [image: s3] for Yahweh in cities (including some at a city gate in Jerusalem), erected altars for Baal, established the Asherah cult with her image in the temple of Yahweh, provided a place for women to sew garments for her image,20 caused his son to pass through the fire, and practiced various divination techniques.21 Related to this is Deuteronomy 18:11, part of a list of forbidden mantic offices.22 This text resembles Leviticus 19:31 in that both include mediums and wizards in their prohibitions. The terms [image: s79] and [image: s80]also appear in Isaiah 8:19; 19:3; 29:4; and 1 Samuel 28:3, 7–9 (see below) as possible examples of early usages of these names for divination and mantic specialists. In the Isaiah texts, however, they are not the offices but the shades, “ghosts and familiar spirits.”23

Josiah (c. 640–609 BC), son of Manasseh, undid all that Manasseh had done and extended his reforms even to the removal of Solomonic [image: s73]in Jerusalem at the Mount of Olives (2 Kings 22–23).24 To the extent that he controlled parts of the north, he reversed all the cultic innovations introduced by Jeroboam I (2 Kings 23:15–19). The foreign cultic figures ([image: s81]) were forced to stop their activities, the Judahite priests were permitted to continue to serve only in a limited way in Jerusalem, and the northern Israelite priests were put to death at their altars (2 Kings 23:5–9, 20). An earlier refurbishing project by Joash (2 Kings 12:14–16) was continued by Josiah on a grander scale, drawing income away from the Jerusalem priests. It did not survive Josiah.25

Josiah’s sons and successors, Jehoahaz (609 BC) and Jehoiakim (609–598 BC), reversed their father’s practices (2 Kings 23:32, 37) that had become unpopular. The kings who reigned after Josiah may have despoiled the temple for the support of their kingdom. In particular, this involved the paying of tribute to the king of Egypt (2 Kings 23:33–35).

Prophets of Ancient Israel 

Representing both institutional and noninstitutional religion throughout the history of Israel’s monarchy, the prophets and their prophecies had a profound affect on religious life.26 Judges 4:9 (fulfilled in vv. 17–22) may suggest that this idea occurred very early in Israel’s history.27 This view that the divine will to some extent controlled human events was found outside Israel.28 Stories about early mantic prophets included that of Nathan, who might have formed a model for defining expectations regarding later prophets.29 Elsewhere in the historic books, prophetic activities could affect all classes of society within Israel. Elijah and Elisha were early-ninth-century BC prophets whose work is recorded in texts extending from 1 Kings 18 through 2 Kings 13. Although Elijah was portrayed as a loner, Elisha had a group of followers at Gilgal (2 Kings 4:38; 5:22; 6:1). He also appeared and lived for a while at Dothan (6:13) and at Mount Carmel (2 Kings 4:25). Prophets could lead celebrations and initiate sacrifices on special days (2 Kings 4:23; 1 Sam. 16:2–5). They used music to achieve ecstasy (1 Sam. 10:5; 2 Kings 3:15; 1 Chron. 25:1). Others might call out the god’s name, dance, and lacerate themselves either dressed or naked. They could heal and provide food (1 Kings 17:9–16), curse enemies (2 Kings 2:23–24), command natural phenomena (1 Sam. 12:18), and intercede (1 Sam. 7:5). They could address kings but their influence in national policy does not appear to have been decisive in most cases. From the ninth century, 1 Kings 18:20–40 describes the famous story of Elijah versus the prophets of Baal.30 First Kings 18:13 and 22:6 suggest that there must have been several hundred Yahweh prophets aside from Elijah. Zevit correctly understands the prophets (he calls them “prophet-priests”) of Asherah (1 Kings 18:19) to have been original to the text. Thus they were also present in the confrontation with Elijah.31 In light of the inscriptional evidence suggesting that some believed that Yahweh had a consort, the Asherah prophets would have awaited the result of the contest to see which deity was served by the goddess. However, there is no indication in the present biblical text that Elijah tolerated Asherah. Rather, his battle was with the imported national deity from Tyre, Baal. The contest did not directly address the goddess.

Although the prophetic books and individual pericopes from them are much discussed as to their dating, it is generally agreed that these texts, especially in their polemics, reflect known practices of some people at certain times in ancient Israel. In the prophetic books, prophets receive visions (Isa. 6), perform symbolic and magical acts (Isa. 20:1–6), announce death to those opposing them (Jer. 28:16–17), predict the future (Isa. 41:21–29), and are persecuted (Jer. 20:1–2). Some of the prophets also warn and indict the wealthy (Isa. 5:8–10) and their display (Isa. 3:16–24), drunken carousers (Isa. 5:11–13; 56:12), authorities (Isa. 10:1–4), the king (Jer. 13:18), hypocrites (Isa. 1:10–20), priests and their cults (Isa. 28:7–13), the inhabitants of cities and lands (Isa. 29:1–10), and the people in general (Jer. 5).32 The prophetic texts especially, but also other biblical sources as well, include many items, people, and practices that reflect the diversity of religious beliefs in ancient Israel.33

Hosea was written to the northern kingdom of Israel in the middle of the eighth century BC. There was much confusion in the north regarding Yahweh. Perhaps Yahweh was a manifestation of Baal as a national deity distinguished from the local baals. Offerings were made on certain days and offerers invoked a particular deity (Hosea 2:13–17 [Heb. 15–19]). Invoking the name determined the recipient of the offering. The designations “my baal” and the “days of the baalim” suggest festivals to Baal in which his name was proclaimed.34 The prophet indicted Israel, for example, Hosea 4:10–14 (cf. 6:10), over sexual activity that did not increase their numbers. Men participated alongside female officiants. The females functioned as prostitutes. The difference between the [image: s82] and the [image: s83] two activities of the female participants, is not clear.

Calf images were a concern to Hosea. In Hosea 8:4–6, the [image: s84] “images,” especially the calf image(s), were made of gold and silver. In Hosea 10:5–8 the deity at Beth Aven was connected with a calf image worshiped by Samaria (the northern kingdom). The departure of the calf image as a vassal’s tribute to Assyria was a delight to the priests but mourned by the people who feared the departure of their protector. Beth Aven, located near Bethel, could mean either House of Strength or House of Iniquity, a wordplay that was not lost on the prophet. Hosea 13:1–2 recounts Ephraim’s guilt, that is, that of the northern kingdom of Israel who worshiped other gods. The reference there to death on account of Baal refers to the incident during the wilderness wanderings of Israel at Baal Peor (cf. Hosea 9:10), though it may also contain memories of the Baal myth from Ugarit.35 Baal as a silver image and other engraved figures or dedicatory inscriptions are described in Hosea 13. Kissing calves was a means of adoration, as was human sacrifice.36

Amos also addressed the diverse religious practices of the northern kingdom of Israel in the middle part of the eighth century BC. In Amos 2:7b–8 he describes a situation of multiple altars for various deities. At each altar a woman is available for sex to all who visit, both father and son. These activities were sanctioned and considered beneficial by the participants.37 In Amos 5:26 astral deities are mentioned as “the star of your god(s).”

Amos 6:3–7 occurs between two speeches about military defeat and destruction. The festival described here is a [image: s56]that may have been designed to ward off such defeat (an apotropaic ritual) with a quorum of ten men (vv. 9–10) reclining, eating meats, singing, playing a lyre, drinking wine by the bowl, and anointing themselves with oil. Although the term [image: s56]does not occur in this text, all the events described fit well into the context of a [image: s56]festival.38 Mark Smith (2003, 170) argues that the [image: s56]is not condemned, only its use to exploit the poor. See also Jeremiah 16:5–9.

Micah writes a decade or two later than Amos in the eighth century BC. Although focusing on the southern kingdom of Judah, Micah 1:6–7 addressed the northern kingdom. The cult in the city of Samaria included: [image: s85] or sculpted images; [image: s86] or “prostitute fees,” perhaps of cooked food; and [image: s87] or small portable images of guardian deities that could accompany the people into battle or on festival days. In Micah 5:10–14 [Heb. 9–13], the prophet speaks of a future time when the people of God will no longer have witchcraft, images, and asherah poles on which to rely. Micah 6:6–7, along with Ezekiel 16:20–21, 36; 23:37–39, indicates the ongoing practice of child sacrifice in Israel, as Psalm 106:37 suggests its practice before the monarchy.39 Indeed, other texts in the prophets may suggest infant sacrifice. Isaiah records traditions contemporary with Micah but also reflecting later practices. For example, there is what might be described as singing and flute playing during a nighttime procession, and the act of lighting a fire on a tophet or fire pit (Isa. 30:27–33). Could this be related to chthonic (underworld) deities? Plutarch mentions Carthaginian offerings of children to Kronos with the music of flutes and drums to hide the cries.40 Some find human sacrifice in this depiction.41 However, a close reading of the text finds no explicit mention of any sacrifice. Isaiah 28:15 and 18 may suggest a ceremony for protection from death at the Assyrian invasion of 722 BC. If so, the terms Lie and Deceit ([image: s88] and šeqer), would reflect underworld deities.42 Jeremiah 19:4–6 describes the passing of sons through fire, the renaming of Ben Hinnom Valley as the Valley of Slaughter, and the shedding of innocent blood.43 Jeremiah 32:35 identifies the same act of “passing” sons and daughters to Molech in the Ben Hinnom Valley. Yahweh’s denial (19:5; 32:35) that he ever commanded burnt offerings or child sacrifice at [image: s73]suggests that some believed that he willed this. Indeed, Ezekiel 20:25–26 suggests that Yahweh gave this law. This text is often presented as an alternative tradition about Israel in the wilderness in which God commanded his people to sacrifice their firstborn. However, the traditions that existed by the time of Ezekiel suggest that the command to offer the firstborn sons, which was given in Egypt (Exod. 13:1–2), was then adjusted at Sinai and redefined as the dedication of the Levites for service to the Lord (Num. 3:44–45).44

Further references to the offering of children in this manner occur in Ezekiel 20:28–31; 23:37–39. Zevit believes that the children were already dead and that the fire ritual is funerary.45 He argues that this was done by the Sepharvaim in 2 Kings 17:31. Those buried in the tophets at Carthage and elsewhere were premature, stillborn, and very young infants. However, the osteological evidence as well as the implications of the type of burials suggests infant sacrifice. Human sacrifice seems to have existed in Phoenicia and Israel at least until the middle of the first millennium BC.

Gardens were dedicated to deities (Isa. 1:29) as in Egypt and Mesopotamia. In the summer women might plant Phoenician gardens of Adonis that represented the power of fertility (Isa. 17:10–11). This was connected with the Greek god Adonis, whose name derives from the West Semitic [image: s89] “(my) lord.” Adonis represented Eshmun, Reshep, and Melqart in Phoenician, and Baal, Baal Hamon, Baal Shamem, and Eshmun in Punic. The epithet for Adonis was n‘mn, “the pleasant one,” as here in Isaiah. He was worshiped on roofs as was common in West Semitic rites. He was also the partner of the goddess at Byblos.46 The symbolism of Adonis gardens in the Mediterranean and their connection with sterility is attested in Classical and Roman times, and may be suggested as early as this text from Isaiah.47 Through the first half of the first millennium AD both Origen and Jerome referred to Adonis as Venus’s lover who was bewailed in the summer, in June and July. They identified him with Tammuz of Ezekiel 8:14, and noted that the wailing ritual was done at a grove in Bethlehem.48 They also mentioned the celebration for the resurrection of this god and connected it with vegetation. Interestingly, these early Christian writers made no reference to any influence of the resurrection belief as coming from Christianity. The second-century AD writer Lucian (De Syria dea) observed the rites to Adonis in Byblos where he was mourned one day (because the boar killed him) and then on the next day was proclaimed as alive and sent into the air. The women shaved their heads, and those who didn’t had to prostitute themselves to foreigners and give the proceeds to Aphrodite.49 Lucian suggested that the Egyptian Osiris, rather than Adonis, lay behind these rites. In fact, the Dumuzi myth was behind all these, a myth wherein a deity goes to the underworld and returns with the annual cycle of vegetation. Met-tinger argues that this myth was already known in thirteenth-century BC Ugarit in the form of Baal.50

Various types of images were worshiped in the gardens and elsewhere (Isa. 2:6–11). People prostrated themselves before images of silver, gold, and other materials.51 Isaiah 2:6 associates prognosticators with the east. People sought out specialists in necromancy to predict the future (Isa. 8:19–20; 28:14). Isaiah 14 represents mythopoetic elements that may already be found in the mythology of Ugarit.52 Isaiah 28:7–22 describes rhetorically the act of making a covenant with the netherworld. The text may deal with Hezekiah’s closure of the “high places” ([image: s3]) and their use as a means of access to oracles of Yahweh.53 The [image: s90], often translated “God” or “gods,” can also be rendered as “spirits (of the dead).”

Texts that are even more difficult to interpret, and very likely later, appear in the final chapters of Isaiah, often referred to as Trito-Isaiah. In Isaiah 57:5–13 an array of religious rituals are mentioned: idols under trees, killing children in wadis, libations and grain offerings, sacrifices on mountaintops, a cult about a “covenant” in the home, oil divination (oleomancy) from the underworld god Molech, collections of idols, and prostrations to the underworld.54 In Isaiah 57:8, rituals of [image: s91] (NIV “pagan symbols,” literally “memorial”) and [image: s92] (NIV “nakedness,” literally “hand”) are unclear. Lewis and Ackerman argue that vv. 5b–6 deal with child sacrifice rituals, whereas verses 3–5a and 7–8 indict fertility rites.55 Verse 13 criticizes image worship in general. In vv. 5–6 the term for “smooth stones” (NIV) could perhaps refer to the dead.56 However, the term [image: s93] is literally “smooth things of [a ravine]” and thus is indefinite as to its referent. Because the verse goes on to indict the worshipers for directing their offerings toward these “smooth things,” they are probably to be understood as objects of idolatry. In verse 9, mlk may well refer to Molech, god of the underworld, rather than melek, the Hebrew word for “king.”57 Molech was an appropriate object for oil and perfume, and the reference to Sheol, “the grave,” at the end of the verse appears to clinch this identification. In that case verse 6 condemns the cult of the dead and verse 9 criticizes human sacrifice. Elsewhere, Lewis attempts to draw out allusions referring to the cult of the dead.58 But is this actually the case? Isaiah 57:5–13 concerns fertility rituals (so Ackerman), and verses 5 and 8 with their emphasis on lust, beds, and looking on the nakedness of others support such a conclusion. Therefore, Johnston argues that a reference in verses 5–8 to a cult of the dead is speculative.59 A fertility ritual would not promote the cult of the dead. Verse 9, however, does refer to Molech, the god of the underworld, and in this context the verse could at least imply that this scene describes a religious practice that involved the world of the dead.

In Isaiah 65:3–5a, 7, 11, and 66:17, ritually purified participants enter gardens for animal and incense offerings.60 They present pig’s blood and eat pork and three-day-old meat [image: s94]. They also offer incense and pour libations.61 The deities Gad and Meni are honored. Pigs are associated with the cult of Adonis/Naaman/Baal, who was killed by a pig in some myths. [image: s95] (NIV “altars of brick”) in verse 3 may be incense stands or altars of unfired clay in the shape of a brick.62 These practices describe a religious culture that may concern chthonic (underworld) forces and fertility deities.

Isaiah 66:3 describes a series of ritual acts that include slaughtering a bull, offering a lamb, making a grain offering, and offering incense. This is contrasted with killing a man, breaking the neck of a dog, presenting pig’s blood, and bending the knee. Zevit (2001) suggests that the second group of actions are condemned rituals. However, they may simply be actions that are regarded as not pleasing to God and contrary to his will.63 Whether or not “the [image: s96]” (NIV “shameful gods”) of Jeremiah 3:24 refers to Baal, this deity was “fed” animals sacrificed from the flocks and herds as well as children of both sexes.64

In the middle of the “scroll” of Isaiah, Deutero-Isaiah (chapters 40–55) preserves materials that fit well in the context of the Babylonian deportation or exile (586–539 BC). Thus foreign gods and goddesses are mentioned. The Babylonian deities Bel and Nebo tumble and fall in Isaiah 46:1–7. In Isaiah 48:5 Israel’s God explains that he foretold all that has come to pass, something that the images that Israelites worship did not do. The Bible recounts parodies of image making that portray them as ineffective.65 In Isaiah 44:12–17 living trees, stripped and formed into blocks of wood, had drawn on them an outline of a shape made with a compass. Their builders formed a carved image and used the scraps of wood to cook a communion meal of bread and meat. These included prostration and formulas seeking salvation similar to nocturnal Babylonian and Egyptian ceremonies for their cult images. Unlike Mesopotamian rituals, neither is a temple worker mentioned nor are temple precincts used. There is no opening of the mouth ritual, or washing or bathing. Fire, rather than water, empowers.66

Numerous rituals appear in Jeremiah in the years before the final Babylonian destruction of the first Jerusalem temple in 586 BC. The texts of Jeremiah 2:8, 11, 18, 20b, 23a, and 3:6b–7a, 13 identify prophets as leaders of the people who prophesy by Baal and participate in idolatrous cults. The people follow them with adultery and prostitution under spreading trees on high hills. Yet they deny that their actions involve the worship of other deities.

Jeremiah 7:9–11 appears to include rituals to Baal and other deities in a list of sins that worshipers at the temple of Yahweh would commit and feel no danger for having done so. They were either reported by the worshipers directly to Yahweh as a means of salvation, or they reported their rescue to Yahwist worshipers in the temple. It is difficult to distinguish between those deities indigenous to ancient Israel and those imported, such as the already-mentioned Baal who was associated with Tyre in 1 Kings 18. In Jeremiah 2:27–28 the people worship male and female deities, Baal and Asherah, while turning their back on Yahweh worship.67 Here, however, it is not fertility but salvation that the worshipers seek. In Jeremiah 7:30–32 Judahites placed [image: s97] “their despicable things” in the temple (whatever they were) and built [image: s73]for the tophet in the Hinnom Valley, to the west of Jerusalem.68 This fire pit could include a mass grave. The fact that Yahweh denies commanding the Israelites to burn their children, and to build the [image: s3], suggests that some who practiced these activities believed that he had so commanded. Jeremiah 8:1–2 describes a “desperate ritual” of removing the bones of religious and other leaders and spreading them on the ground before the host of heaven.69 This will have no effect and the bones will become mulch. In Jerusalem people burned incense on altars to Baal (2 Kings 23:5; Jer. 7:9; 11:17).

Jeremiah 7:17–18 and 44:3, 15–19 describe a domestic (family) cult to the Queen of Heaven, possibly identified with Astarte.70 The [image: s98] “sweet cakes,” are cognate to the Akkadian [image: s99] baked in ashes or on charcoal and used in the Ishtar cult.71 Women, as primary offici-ants, made cakes, poured libations, and burned incense to the Queen of Heaven. Men offered incense and poured libations. They promised the Queen of Heaven that if she saved them they would renew her cult, and they would continue to do so when they moved to Egypt. She was a cosmic goddess who could be propitiated by offerings.

Jeremiah 16:5–9 describes the [image: s56], a feast that began much earlier (see chapter 4) and continued into late antiquity (see above Amos 6:3–7). It was a banquet or feast attested throughout the West Semitic world. It could be celebrated to mark events in the course of life such as marrying and burying, but it could also take place for other reasons. Assuming the Septuagint (Greek translation) of verse 7, then the “bread” is broken for the dead. Retaining the Masoretic (Hebrew) Text, then it is “bread” for comfort. If the rites of this festival served an apotropaic purpose (to ward off evil or sin), then Jeremiah would have been forbidden to enter because such rites would not prevent the judgment God planned for Israel.72

Rooftop rituals occurred at Ugarit and at Ashkelon in the Mernep-tah relief of the siege of 1209 BC (see pp. 102, 136, 224–25) where the Canaanite citizens of Ashkelon appear to raise their hands and to burn incense in burners to their deities. In Israel rooftop rituals were also enacted, according to Jeremiah 19:12–13 and 32:29. Here incense was offered to astral deities and libations to other divinities. Compare a Syrian model of a figure with an incense burner and two animals on the roof of a two-story tower, c. 1000 BC.73

The exilic text of Ezekiel 8:3–17 describes Ezekiel’s tour of the abominations in the Jerusalem temple precincts at the time of the destruction of the temple. It is a passage full of textual difficulties. It suggests the (re)introduction of cultic activities into the temple after Josiah’s unexpected death in 609 BC. In verse 3 there is the statue of a seated figure and a seat [image: s100]. In vv. 7–12 there is an enclosed dark chamber with figurines [image: s101] and smoking censers. The figures on the walls could reflect many of the animals and other images found on contemporary seals.74 The Tammuz ritual (v. 14) involved wailing in the dry summer for the coming of the autumn rains. It was associated with the dying and reappearance or resurrection of Dumuzi (= Tammuz), Baal, and Adonis, discussed above with reference to the gardens. Verses 16–17 describe bowing to the sun in worship, an act of sun worship clearly attested in Palestine and Jerusalem as early as the fourteenth century BC, when princes prostrated themselves seven times before the pharaoh as the divine sun deity. Were these purification rites celebrated in the autumn on the sixth day of the sixth month (8:1) in August/September in preparation for the seventh month with its biblical rituals? No priests, sacrifices, or offerings are mentioned. It seems therefore that nonpriestly groups used the temple at this time.

Ezekiel 13:17–21 describes the use of nets and breadcrumbs to trap birds. This has parallels in Egyptian myth. Zevit (2001, 562) suggests that the act, performed by women, gave them control of the life force so that some might live longer at the expense of others.

Ezekiel 14:3–4, 7–8 mentions the “idols,” gillûlîm, a term used elsewhere for dung balls and figurines. The prophet states that the people focused on these even as they inquired from prophets of Yahweh. They also sacrificed their children to these (Ezek. 23:37–39). The phrases “in their hearts” or “on their heart” may suggest that the idolatry was a state of mind or it may imply they wore figurines around their necks, on their arms, or on their garments.75

Ezekiel 16:15–21, 36, part of a complex allegory that describes Israel’s failure in its past, also suggests various rituals. Here valuable materials, perhaps from the temple, were used in non-Yahweh cults at [image: s3], where images of male deities (perhaps phallic images; [image: s102] literally “male images”) were worshiped. Offerings of foodstuffs were burnt as a pleasing odor.76 Children were also offered as sacrifices in some cults. In Ezekiel 43:7–9 offerings to and veneration of royal ancestors are described, along with an activity described as prostitution.77

Other objects associated with religious worship include altars, [image: s103] and sacred pillars.78 Habakkuk 2:18–20 uses the terms “dumb” and “silent” to describe images. This may suggest that worshipers believed that they could be addressed. Speaking to tree and stone and assuming revelation from them suggests divination.

Zephaniah, a prophet who flourished c. 520 BC, mentions the [image: s81] in Zephaniah 1:4–9, and the regular priests who worshiped Baal, the astral deities (with prostrations on the roofs), and perhaps Molech. Avoiding the thresholds seems to have been a custom associated with certain foreign deities (1 Sam. 5:5).

Psalmic texts also reveal the religions of Israel, but not nearly as explicitly or as frequently.79 From Egypt a section of Papyrus Amherst 63 contains a hymn to Horus that has verbal and sequential parallels to Psalm 20:1–10. This manuscript, dated to about the second century BC, is in Aramaic but betrays a Canaanite origin. Zevit considers a connection between Horus and Baal or Baal Shamen. Psalms 42–83 comprise what is called “the Elohistic Psalter.” Some of these psalms have Elohim where elsewhere Yahweh appears.80 Thus Psalms 14 and 53 are almost identical except for the name used of God in 14:2, 4, 7 and 53:3, 5, 7. The same may be true of Psalm 40:14–18 and Psalm 70. The collection includes smaller groups of Korahite (42–49), Davidic (51–65, 68–70), and Asaphite (50, 73–83) psalms. The psalms of the Asaphites of the north and the Korahites of the south (and north) have been dated on linguistic grounds to the ninth to sixth centuries BC.81 The Elohistic Psalter collection may have originated during or after Hezekiah’s time (c. 700 BC).

Death and Resurrection 

Johnston notes that Psalm 16:10, “For you do not give me up to Sheol, or let your faithful one see the Pit,” suggests that here the psalmist feels “instinctively” that Sheol is an unfitting fate for Yahweh’s faithful one and that therefore he holds out hope for continual communion in the presence of Yahweh as suggested in Psalm 16:11.82 Here the door is opened in a small way for a distinction between the righteous and the wicked beyond death. Further, Johnston notes Psalm 49:15: “But God will redeem my life from the grave (Sheol); he will surely take me to himself.” This verse in its context, where it contrasts with the fate of those who trust in themselves (Ps. 49:13–14), suggests an even greater distinction between the righteous and the wicked. Johnston suggests that other texts, such as Proverbs 15:24 and Job 19:25–27, may also reasonably refer to a postmortem existence that lies other than in Sheol.83 However, it may be better to understand Sheol as a general reference for the place of the dead underground and that all go there, with the exception of a chosen few.84 The Bible may suggest a diversity of views regarding Sheol, some seeing it as a destination with separate “regions” for righteous and unrighteous.85 Sheol in general is the lowest spot in contrast to the heights of the heavens.86 Its gates or bars cannot be broken.87 Personified as a creature with a great appetite but receiving poor food, it might well have represented in some minds a kind of underworld deity.88 This latter point, however, is nowhere made explicit in the biblical text.

Various texts speak of national resurrection (Ezek. 37) or of some undefined life beyond death for Yahweh’s servant (Isa. 53). Individual resurrection is suggested by Isaiah 26:19 (written in the context of vv. 14 and 19b that refer to individual dead): “But your dead will live; their bodies will rise. You who dwell in the dust, wake up and shout for joy. Your dew is like the dew of the morning; the earth will give birth to her dead,” and by Daniel 12:2: “Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt.”89 The rarity of these texts in the Old Testament suggests that individual life after death was either of little interest to the authors or that it was a gradual and late development in Israelite theology.

The Bible records many examples of family religion and personal piety during the monarchy and at other times.90 The oldest living male of the family, the [image: s104] led the family cult (Amos 6:10). There could be annual sacrifices and feasts, as with David’s family.91 The Passover is an example of a family celebration (Exod. 12), as was Purim later (Esther 9:20–28). Other events included the observance of the Sabbath, the practice of circumcision on the newborn male (Gen. 17:23–27; Exod. 4:24–26), the naming of children, and the use of prayers, laments, blessings, and curses. Less orthodox family practices included the use of female figurines that may have been thought to aid in human fertility.92 There were also the offerings at the family tomb. If some sort of religious shrine existed at the entrance to the house, perhaps Deuteronomy 6:4–9 was intended to replace it with the word of God. Children, success, and health were values of family religion, rather than sin and forgiveness.

 The Bible mentions [image: s105] as unrelated to Yahweh worship. Perhaps [image: s105] were used for fertility (e.g., Michal in 1 Sam. 19:13, 16). Van der Toorn (1990; 1994a; 2002) has argued that [image: s105] are figures of some sort and they may have represented fertility or a cult of dead ancestors. For several reasons, however, the connection with dead ancestors is not so persuasive, as Johnston (2002, 188) has noted.93 First, in parallel with [image: s106][image: s105] are more likely to mean “gods” than “the dead.” Second, consultation of [image: s105] does not prove they were ancestors. Third, Josiah’s abolition of mediums and [image: s105] was in response to a ban on consulting the dead (Deut. 18:11; 2 Kings 23:24), but many other practices are mentioned and so the equation of [image: s105] with the dead is arbitrary. Fourth, the Septuagint uses multiple translations for [image: s105] and so cannot serve as proof of one translation. Finally, at Assyria, Nuzi, and Emar none of van der Toorn’s texts equate household gods with the dead or their spirits. Nevertheless, the consistent and widespread connection between [image: s105] and ancestors in Israel, and significant parallels outside Israel in West Semitic contexts, support van der Toorn’s position and at least suggest that these images were associated with ancestors.

Johnston discusses the role of deities associated with the dead and the cult of the dead. He notes that Song 8:6 alludes to death as strong, recalling the power of the Mot (“Death,” here [image: s107]) to destroy Baal (2002, 71–81). It also mentions rešep (Resheph?) in the plural as the “flashes” of fire. Resheph is the god of pestilence at Ugarit and elsewhere. However, neither figure is explicitly treated as a deity in the text. Regarding Deuteronomy 26:14, Johnston (2002, 170) suggests that food was indeed placed in the grave as an aid for the journey to the underworld. He accepts the possibility of a diversity of views regarding the significance of this evidence. Johnston notes the following later references in the intertestamental literature. Gifts are placed before them just as before the dead (Ep Jer. 27). Tobit encourages his readers to place their bread on the grave of the righteous, but to give none to sinners (Tobit 4:17). Sirach endorses the view that good things poured out upon a mouth that is closed are like offerings of food placed upon a grave (Sir. 30:18). Once again it is important to accept that there were a variety of beliefs regarding the dead and especially one’s deceased family. Over many centuries and in different parts of Israel, among different families, there is no reason to doubt that views regarding the deceased members of one’s family varied, as did the significance ascribed to various practices, such as the placement of food at the tombs.

First Samuel 28:3–25 is understood by B. Schmidt (1994, 205–20) as a late “intrusion” in the description of the battle with the Philistines. Yet the whole text need not be regarded so.94 The use of divination is attested by the Neo-Assyrian kings Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal before battles, as well as by Greeks and Romans. Schmidt argues that this is the earliest Mesopotamian evidence for the practice of necromancy (disputing interpretations that discern it in earlier texts). In both Mesopotamia and 1 Samuel 28, only the one who performed the recitations and preparations could see the ghost, who would be conjured at dawn after a night of preparation. Hutter (1983) and Johnston (2002, 145–46, 157) see the woman’s words as a formula for conjuring up [image: s108]) or “spirits” and successfully achieving necromancy. This explains the plural, “I see spirits rising,” when only Samuel seems to appear. The site of the event, En-Dor [image: s109], has been interpreted as “Spring of the (former) generations,” “Spring of the oracular sanctuary,” and other meanings associated with contact with the dead. Note that the reader’s awareness, from verses 7–9, of Saul’s expulsion of [image: s110] and [image: s80]from the land is intimately tied in with the whole narrative and explains the reactions of the woman and many of Saul himself.95 Indeed, the whole text may be a rhetorical denunciation of Saul in such a manner as to contrast necromancy with guidance from Yahweh.96 Therefore, it is unlikely that this is a later Deuteronomistic insertion into a tale that was so popular that it had to remain in the narrative. Instead, this suggests that contact with the dead existed in Israel and among its neighbors as early as one can trace the matter.

Literary: Classical Sources 

Many sources have been noted already in conjunction with individual figures such as Adonis. Of the various classical literary sources that more fully address West Semitic religion, Josephus and Lucian’s De Syria dea  contain some materials related to Iron Age religious practices in Israel. More important, the resources of Eusebius are significant.

Eusebius cites Philo of Byblos, a first-century AD source, in his discussion of ancient Canaanite religions and cosmogonies.97 In the citation, Philo draws upon records of Sanchuniathon, a priest from many centuries earlier. However, some hold that the text is actually a Hellenistic creation of the third, second, or first century BC. Dating the source to the Hellenistic period is based on the following points: the lack of any otherwise known ancient source behind it, the view that gods were dead humans given special honors, emphasis on the origins of culture, and the influence of Greek myth.98 Nevertheless, the second, third, and fourth points may be disputed. Neither they nor the first point render the later date certain.

Practices mentioned in this text include the worship of the dead and the use of [image: s111] and [image: s58]. The following text discusses some of these practices:99

The most ancient of the barbarians, and especially Phoenicians and Egyptians, from whom the rest of mankind received their traditions, considered as greatest gods those men who had made discoveries valuable for life’s necessities or those who had in some way benefited their nations. Since they considered these men as benefactors and sources of many blessings, they worshiped them as gods even after they had passed on. They built temples and also consecrated steles and staves in their name. The Phoenicians paid great honor to them and instituted magnificent feasts for them. They assigned names chosen especially from those of their kings to the cosmic elements to some of the recognized deities.

Onomastic 

Personal Names 

Personal names can reveal something of the popular faith of the people. Seals and impressions (bullae) from the Iron Age give evidence of perhaps close to two thousand personal names, and the number is increasing with new evidence coming to light. What is unusual for Judah and Israel is the near absence of personal names compounded with divine names of deities other than Yahweh or the generic term for “god” [image: s112]. More than 46 percent of all Israelite and Judahite names are Yahwistic names, about 6 percent are [image: s113] names, and about 1 percent are personal names compounded with all other divine names that are clearly not epithets.100 Before the monarchy there is no extrabiblical evidence for names compounded with “Yahweh” or its abbreviated form.101 Van der Toorn (1996b) hypothesizes that at an earlier time the worship of Yahweh was restricted to a minority population (and later grew to a national religion).102 Others note an “onomastic lag” between the introduction of a deity and the use of that deity in personal names.103 However, no explanation is certain.

In terms of the public use of personal names in society, Israel and Judah were Yahwistic worshiping communities. The major exception was the northern kingdom at the capital of Samaria in the early eighth century BC, where a number of personal names in the ostraca found there use Baal. Even here, however, it is a minority of names. Further, the b‘l element may simply refer to the common noun “lord,” an epithet of any deity, including Yahweh.104 To Yahweh were ascribed the many characteristics of other deities found in personal names. For example, [image: s115] “Yahweh is dawn,”105 ascribes a characteristic to the God of Israel that at Ugarit is given status as a separate deity, [image: s114] or Dawn.

The situation is different outside of Israel, both in Canaan before the arrival of the Israelites and in the Phoenician and Aramaic names contemporary with Israel. In all cases, other divine names occur in the personal names.106 In Late Bronze Age Canaan of the fourteenth century BC, Baal and Asherah occur in names: Baal by itself (Baalumme) or with a predicate nominative (Balumehr—“Baal is a warrior”), and Asherah in the form of “servant of Asherah” (Abdi-Ashirti).107 In Phoenician and Punic names, Anat, Baal, Eshmun, and Melqart occur as deities, by themselves and compounded with other elements.108

From the time of the monarchy, seals naming people with Yahwistic names (and so presumably Yahweh worshipers) are given titles such as “the priest” and “priest of Dor.”109 This supports the presence of a priesthood in Israelite worship of Yahweh and perhaps the presence of some such cult at Dor.

Zevit (2001, 586–609) presents a different view of the Israelite personal names with divine name elements. He notes that the Yahweh names are the largest class of Israelite names, dominant from the United Monarchy until the exile. Yahweh is never depicted as an animal nor is he ever referred to as “Prince” (zbl) or “treasure” (nks). This is based on the 2,202 names that Zadok (1988, 397–459) counts. Zevit (2001, 608n95) estimates that less than 20 percent of Israelites bore non-Yahwistic names. Other deities that were worshiped include: Canaanite Anat, Yam, Mot, and Reshep (but not Asherah!); and the Egyptian ’mwn (Amon), [image: s116] (Horus), bs (Bes in bsy, Ezra 2:49), and ’s (Isis). Given that Yahwistic names appear from the time of the United Monarchy, it is clear that the spread of Yahwism is pre-Davidic. Many in David’s administration bore Yahwistic names.110 If the majority of Israelites were Yahwistic, the multiple cult centers suggest no single or centralized means of worshiping. Generally following Pardee (1988, 132), Zevit (2001, 608) argues that Yahwistic names indicate little about cultic affiliation. First Kings 19:18 reports seven thousand who had not worshiped Baal, this out of a total population of the ninth-century BC northerners of perhaps half a million, is less than 5 percent. On the other hand, exclusive Baal worshipers of the north in the ninth century could fill the temple of Baal, and that could be at most a few thousand.111 Within Israel there was a minority who chose the names of other deities for their children, but in general the non-Yahwistic names seem to have been used by parents with Yahwistic names and vice versa.112 This suggests random choices for at least one minority group.

Lemaire (1994a, 135–45) notes that this is similar to the names appearing in inscriptions of Transjordanian and Aramaean peoples. They all contain a limited number of deities, less than in the names from the empires of Mesopotamia or Egypt. Although Zevit endorses this conclusion, his own analysis of the Ammonite onomastica tells a different story.113 The chief deity, Milkom, occurs in only nine names.114’l occurs 150 times, lending credence to the view that this is a generic term for “god,” whether in Ammon or Israel. Other deities and their frequencies include: b‘l—two; gd—three; yh/yhw—three; mwt—one; mr—one.115 In contrast to Israel, where Yahwistic names have a huge dominance compared with all those compounded with other deities, in Ammon the evidence is the opposite. The Ammonite personal names composed of other deities outnumber those with Milkom.116

Van der Toorn (1994b) has observed the theophoric elements in Hebrew personal names. Elements such as [image: s117] (“father”), [image: s118] (“brother”), and ‘am (“uncle”; “people”) have been understood as references to living family members. Noth (1928) suggested that they refer to a god (hence the term, theophoric). Van der Toorn suggests that they are divinized ancestors. Although Johnston (2002, 190) sees this as a strong argument, and although the theophoric elements could refer to divinized ancestors, there is simply no evidence that can support this conclusively. Analysis of personal names is notoriously difficult and open to a variety of interpretations. It would seem that the ancestral connection is more likely when these kinship terms began to be used. It remains a possible explanation of the later names but these may also have become terms that were used without a specific referent in the mind of the name giver.

Johnston (2002, 31) discusses personal (and place) names associated with death (Hebrew mwt), such as Ahimoth (1 Chron. 6:25 [Heb. 10]) “Death is (my) brother,” Azmawet (1 Chron. 8:36) “Death is strong,” and others. These are examples of name forms that can take divine names in the position of “Death,” for example, Ahijah, “Yahweh is (my) brother.” However, they can also take nondivine adjectives and epithets in that position, also: Ahiezer, “Help/Aid is (my) brother,” Ahinadab, “Willing is (my) brother,” Ahinoam, “Pleasant/Beautiful is (my) brother.” Thus regarding the deity “Death” (mwt), the evidence from the personal names in Israel remains ambiguous unless either the term can be shown to be a divine name elsewhere in the Old Testament or in other Israelite writings, or the form of the name always contains a divine name at this point. Since that is not the case with the personal names containing “Death,” it is not possible to conclude from these names that Death or Mwt was worshiped as a god in ancient Israel.

A challenge to the use of personal names in the study of Israelite religion has come from Joseph Callaway (1999). Using biblical and archaeological evidence, he attempts to argue that the personal names on Israelite seals and bullae describe an elite, urban population that was dominated by the reforms of Josiah. It does not reflect the larger rural population. However, none of this is convincing. First, there is much more evidence of writing in ancient Israel than Callaway’s sources suggest.117 From the eleventh-century BC abecedary in the village of Izbet-Sartah (and now a tenth-century BC abecedary at the Judean site of Tel Zayit) to the multiple attestations of writing from villages and rural areas in every century of the Iron Age, there is no indication that seals with written names were unavailable to nonurban individuals. Further, the number of published seals and bullae has more than doubled since Callaway published, and there is a wide range of writing styles on these seals, reflecting both the elite and their professional scribes as well as those who were neither professional nor artistic.118 To attribute all seals and sources of personal names to Judah’s urban elite is speculation. Second, Callaway ignores the neighboring cultures where the evidence for the personal names exists at the same time on similar sources of seals and bullae, and yet reveals a completely different set of data in terms of references to foreign deities (as noted above). In this regard, a major pillar of Callaway’s argument rests on what he calls standardization, in which personal names of a whole nation, or at least the elite, are changed to follow the policy of the capital. If this is the case in Jerusalem, there is no evidence for it. There are no contemporary examples. More important, one would expect to see examples of names changing from non-Yahwistic forms to Yahwistic forms between generations. This does not exist in any consistent manner. Nor can it be argued that all the seals and bullae must come from after Josiah, that is, after 650 BC. Paleography does not support this claim.119

Place Names 

Of the 502 place names in the Bible, none are Yahwistic. Toponyms with b‘l are found in the time of ancient Israel (e.g., Kiriath Baal, Baal Tamar, Baal Perazim, Baal Hazor), yet they are unattested in Canaanite toponyms from Egyptian sources during the Middle and Late Bronze Ages (c. 2000–1200 BC). The most reasonable explanation seems to be that they were introduced about the time that Israel appeared in Canaan (c. 1200 BC) or later. In the south, in Judah and Simeon in particular, some eight place names have a form of the element, Baal/ba‘al. This leads Zevit (2001, 606, 649) to conclude that Baal worship was more prevalent than might be supposed on the basis of biblical evidence alone. Baal was a popular deity in the towns.

Epigraphic120

There are a few religious texts among the inscriptions from neighboring states that were contemporary with Israel during the divided monarchy. In Philistia, inscriptions have now identified the deities Baal, Asherah, Qudshu, Anat, and Ptgyh, as attested at Tel Miqne Ekron.121 The first, occurring on an inscription dated c. 700 BC (“For Baal and for Padi”), reminds one of the deity Baal “Zebub,” the city deity of Ekron according to 2 Kings 1:2–3. 122


Mesha, the King of Moab, and His Dedication to His God, Chemosh 

I am Mesha, son of Chemosh[yat], king of Moab, the Dibonite. My father ruled over Moab thirty years, and I ruled after my father. I made this high place for Chemosh at Qarh.oh—a high pl[ace of sal]vation—because he delivered me from all the kings, and because he showed me (victory) over all my enemies.

Omri ruled over Israel. He oppressed Moab for a long time, because Chemosh was angry at his land. His son succeeded him. He also said, “I will oppress Moab!” In my days he said. . . . I saw (victory) over him and his household. Israel has utterly perished forever. Omri has possessed all the land of Madeba. He had already resided there during his time and half his son’s time, forty years. But Chemosh restored it in my days.

I built Ba‘alme‘on. I put in it the reservoir/canal.

I built Qiryaten.

The people of Gad had settled in the land of [image: s163] from of old, and the king of Israel had fortified [image: s163] for them. Nevertheless, I fought against the town, and seized it. I killed all the people from the city, as a satisfaction (offering) for Chemosh and Moab. I brought back from there the hearth(?) of (its) dwd(?). I dragged it before Chemosh in Qiryat. I settled in it the men of Sharon and those of Mah. arat.

Then Chemosh said to me: “Go, seize Nebo from Israel.” So I went by night. I fought against it from the break of dawn until noon. I seized it. I killed all: 7,000 warriors, foreign men, women (warriors?), foreign women, and “wombs” (slave women?). I devoted it to Ashtar Chemosh. I took from there the altar hearth of Yahweh. I dragged them before Chemosh.

The king of Israel fortified Yahaz. He resided there when he fought against me. Chemosh drove him out before me. I took 200 men from Moab, all its leaders. I went up against Yahaz. I seized it in order to add (it) to Dibon.

I repaired Qarh.oh, the wall of the park and the walls of the acropolis. I repaired the gates. I repaired its towers. I repaired the palace. I made the retaining wall for the spring inside the town. There was no cistern inside the city, in Qarh.oh. So I said to all the people: “Make yourselves each a cistern in his house.” I cut the channels for Qarh. oh by using Israelite prisoners.

I repaired Aroer.

I made highways at Arnon . . .

I repaired Beth-Bamoth because it was destroyed.

I repaired Bezer because it was ruins. To do this I used fifty Dibonite men because all Dibon was obedient.

I ruled over hundreds in the towns that I annexed to the land.

I built . . . ba and Beth-Diblaten and Beth-Ba‘alme‘on. There I made . . . the sheep of the land.

Regarding H. oronaim, the house of David resided in it. . . . Chemosh said to me:

“Go down, fight against H.oronaim.” So I went down . . . and Chemosh [rest]ored it in my days . . .

Mesha Stele; c. 850–810 BC from Madeba in Moab. Translation by author who thanks K. Lawson Younger Jr. for his suggestions. For transliteration, see Donner and Röllig (1973–1979; KAI 181) and see also Lemaire (1994b; 1994c).



There is mention of national deities in monumental inscriptions, such as Chemosh, the god of Moab, in the ninth-century BC Mesha stele. The same stele also mentions Yahweh as god of Israel and notes a cult object in a Transjordanian Israelite town in the mid-ninth century.123

The following represent the most important religious inscriptions concerning ancient Israelite religion during the monarchy. Following the name of the inscription a translation will be presented unless the text is longer than a few lines. In that case, I will summarize its relevant content. Where there is debate regarding the translation, I will provide alternatives and discuss issues. I will note the provenance, context, and date of the inscription and discuss its significance for the religion of Israel.

Deir ‘Alla Plasters 

Deir ‘Alla is an ancient cult site located in the Jordan Valley. Plaster fragments containing writing have been found in what may have been a cult center. This site may be dated to the late ninth century BC. The ink writing presents a text in a distinctive dialect of Aramaic, influenced by the Canaanite dialects of the area. As reconstructed from the plaster fragments, i “Go down, fight against Beor. Balaam had a vision that has been understood as a picture of the natural world turned upside down.124 The name of the god El appears. Of interest for the question of religious distinctives is the mention of the Shaddayin, who appear as a divine council responsible for the supernatural effects. The term Shaddayin occurs only at this Transjordan site, although it may be related to a divine name found especially in Genesis, El Shaddai.125 Could this refer to God as lord of the Shaddayin? Another prophecy text occurs at about the same time and farther to the north. In c. 800 BC, Zakkur of Hamath sought divine assistance through seers and diviners according to his Aramaic inscription.126

Jerusalem Pomegranate 

Some date the paleography of the Jerusalem pomegranate to this same period, although with only a few letters the date is difficult to ascertain. Although unprovenanced, this small ivory pomegranate probably functioned as the head of a scepter. Several of the letters for “house/temple” and “Yahweh” are missing. Nevertheless, the most likely reconstruction allows a translation, “Belonging to the tem[ple of Yahw]eh, holy to the priests.”127 This translation implies a temple and priesthood related to Yahweh in Israel.

Halpern has proposed an alternative interpretation. He read a personal name in the gap, perhaps Ahijah. This would then refer to a priestly line, the “house” of Ahijah, where “house” refers to the lineage or family.128 However, it is more likely that a cultic object would contain the name of the divine dedicatee rather than the name of the family that owns it. The name of a deity on presumably cultic objects occurs at Tel Miqne (cf. below, under the discussion of the Kuntillet [image: s1] texts) and elsewhere in the ancient Near East. The personal name of the owner on such an object, without the name of the deity, would be less likely.

“The house of Yahweh” also appears on an ostracon from the collection of Shlomo Moussaieff that mentions a gift of three shekels to that sanctuary. It occurs as well on an Arad ostracon. However, Stern (2001b, 25) suggests that all these could refer to other sanctuaries in Judah. Perhaps this is true, although it seems likely that the ostraca might refer to the place name where the sanctuary was located. The pomegranate seems to be an artistic and precious object such as would be found in the capital city and the chief sanctuary, rather than at cult places outside Jerusalem.

Recent study of both the pomegranate and the “three shekels ostracon” has led some to challenge their authenticity, primarily Yuval Goren and his team of geologists and other scientists.129 They challenge both the writing and the patina (or coat) as modern.

However, the epigrapher, Robert Deutsch, writes concerning the claim of forgery that many of the later “embellishments” reflect customary handling of items at the Israel Museum at the time of its acquisition.130 A point by point refutation of Goren’s published analysis has been written by Lemaire (2006), with a discussion of the patina residue by Rosenfeld and Ilani (2006).

If true, these points raise serious questions about the method of Goren and the team. It certainly demonstrates the ease with which challenges can be made to authentic artifacts and the need to be cautious about accepting such assertions. Nevertheless, the few letters that remain on the object make it very difficult to distinguish between an authentic object and a skilled forgery. Further, the absence of any ivory pomegranate from a clearly stratified Iron Age context in this region creates additional questions as to whether such an object existed at that time. It seems best to leave the question open for the present.
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Fig. 31. Ein Gedi (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess and Thomas B. Hall III)

Ein Gedi Cave 

Zevit (2001, 351–59) suggests two possible translations of this text:

1. . . . cursed is the one who will damage/deface/wipe out

2. and will act with vengeance against her/raise her up/ reckon. . . .

3. Blessed is YHWH

4. Blessed among the nation[s] . . . he will reign. . . .

5.

6. Blessed is ’DNY

7.

8. cursed

or

1. . . . cursed is Ashur. May he obliterate him

2. and act with vengeance against him . . .

3. Blessed is YHWH

4. Blessed among the nation[s] . . . May he reign

5.

6. May ’DNY be blessed . . .

7. cursed

The text was discovered written on a cave wall located on the cliffs overlooking Ein Gedi on the western side of the Dead Sea. This is a celebratory inscription, dating to c. 700 BC and perhaps related to the victory over Sennacherib. Yahweh is mentioned in parallel with Adonai, either as another deity or more likely (given the use of this term in contemporary Hebrew) as an epithet of Yahweh, meaning “lord.” Yahweh is blessed and described as a ruler, perhaps over many nations. Ashur, the god of Assyria or the nation of Assyria itself, is cursed. Someone, presumably Yahweh, is called upon to destroy Ashur.

Ketef Hinnom Silver Strips 

This translation of the best known part of the silver strips is based on the blessing of Aaron in Numbers 6:24–26. The text of Numbers 6:24–26 is given below with the phrases on the strips in bold:

The Lord bless you 
and keep you; 
the Lord make his face shine upon you 
and be gracious to you;
 the Lord turn his face toward you 
and give you peace.131

The silver strips were discovered in a cave burial at Ketef Hinnom, a site southwest of the City of David in Jerusalem. These two silver strips were found rolled up and formed part of the burial assembly. When unrolled, it was found that the texts contained biblical text. Both the pottery from the caves and the paleography of the writing on the strips suggest a date at the end of the Judean monarchy, c. 600 BC. The strips formed the earliest attestation of biblical texts. Waaler (2002) has highlighted several important features about these two texts and their reference to Numbers 6. Although written by two different hands, they preserve vowel letters identical to those found in the Masoretic Text of Numbers. This makes it unlikely that they were written down from oral dictation or that they come from entirely different sources. Also, the first strip appears to have what may be a “quotation” of Deuteronomy 7:9, a second Pentateuchal text. However, the words are also found in Nehemiah 1:5 and Daniel 9:4.132 This suggests a copying of well-established texts at the time the silver strips were composed.133
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Fig. 32. Ketef Hinnom silver strip (Courtesy of the Israel Antiquities Authority)

Renz’s attempt to assign a postexilic date to the texts has been disputed by Barkay and colleagues.134 They note that the archaeological context confirms a preexilic date toward the end of the seventh century BC. The paleography suggests that the inscription was written in the middle of the seventh century. In the first strip, they restore “the rebuker of the Evil” in lines 3–4 (hg‘rb[r]‘ ). This provides an emphasis on the apotropaic function of the silver strips, and leads to a conclusion supporting the commonly accepted function of the strips as amulets. The tomb inscriptions from Phoenician and Aramaic tombs as well as the inscriptions accompanying the c. 700 BC Tomb of the Royal Steward in Jerusalem and the Khirbet el-Qom tomb (see below) all contain warnings and curses directed toward those who would rob the tomb or disturb the body’s rest. It may be that these amulets served a similar purpose.135 Finally, Barkay and colleagues note the family context of this use of the Aaronic blessing, unique in its early appearances.

Khirbet Beit Lei 

Khirbet Beit Lei is a burial cave five miles east of Lachish. Lemaire (1977) and Zevit (2001, 405–37) date the inscriptions c. 700 BC, but Cross (1970) dates it no earlier than 600 BC. Zevit identifies a series of eight “stops” that one encounters while passing through the cave:136

Stop 1 is a drawing interpreted as the mound of Lachish with the palace-fort in the center. The associated inscription reads “Curser.”137

 Stop 2 is a drawing of a standing lyre player. Is this Asherah? See the lyre player portrayed at Kuntillet [image: s1] below.

Stop 3 is an inscription, “He/They/You cursed him” or “his curser.”138

Stop 4 is a drawing of a human figure with hands raised in supplication.

Stop 5 contains the two main inscriptions opposite the entrance. Two alternative readings and translations have been proposed:

Upper inscription, first proposal:139

1. “Yahweh (is) the God of the whole earth; the moun-

2. tains of Judah belong to him, to the God of Jerusalem.”

Lower inscription:

3. “The (Mount of) Moriah you have favored, the dwelling of Yah, Yahweh.”

Upper inscription, second proposal:140

1. “Yahweh, my god, exposed/laid bare his land

2. A terror he led for his own sake to Jerusalem.”141

Lower inscription

3. “The source smote the hand. Absolve (from culpability) the hand, Yahweh.”

For Zevit, Jeremiah’s (2:13; 17:13) use of “source” as a metaphor for Yahweh is a reflex of an earlier usage.142

Stop 6 is a drawing of a person with raised hands.

Stop 7 includes two inscriptions:
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Fig. 33. Lachish gate area where ostraca were found (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

The upper one:143 “Save. Destruction.”

The lower one:144

1. “Cursed (be/is)

2. (who) he will sing (in) time to come (or tomorrow?).”

Stop 8 is a drawing of two boats, including one with a figure (a deity?) in it. The two boats may include one without a figure who may represent Yahweh and the other with a figure who may be a second deity or a human. This may relate to Deuteronomy 28:68: Yahweh will send you back in ships to Egypt.

Miqneyahu Seal 

This eighth-century BC seal is translated “Belonging to Miqneyahu, servant of Yahweh.”145 The seal provides evidence for an active cult of Yahweh in which figures such as Miqneyahu could serve as officiants. See also seals with inscriptions of “priest” and “priest of Dor” above under “Personal Names.”


Letter about the Temple of Yahweh 

To my lord, Eliyashib:

May Yahweh give regard for your well-being. Now give Shemaryahu. . . . Give the Qerosite. . . . Regarding what you commanded me, he is well. He resides at the temple of Yahweh.

Arad 18; c. 600 BC from Arad. Translation by author; see A. Lemaire, Inscriptions hébraïques. Volume 1. Les ostraca. Littératures anciennes du Proche-Orient 9. Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1977, pp. 145–253; Yohanan Aharoni, Arad Inscriptions. Judean Desert Studies. Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1981, texts 1–3, 18; Johannes Renz, Die Althebräischen Inschriften. 3 volumes: Teil 1. Text und Kommentar, Teil 2. Zusammenfassende Erörterungen, Paläographie und Glossar, Band III. Texte und Tafeln. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1995, volume 1, pp. 347–63, 382–84; F. W. Dobbs-Allsopp, J. J. M. Roberts, C. L. Seow, and R. E. Whitaker, Hebrew Inscriptions. Texts from the Biblical Period of the Monarchy with Concordance. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005, pp. 37–41.



Yahweh Blessings on Ostraca from Lachish and Arad 

Ostraca from Lachish and Arad contain dozens of messages sent between military officials at these two sites and elsewhere. The relevant correspondence dates from the final decades or (at Lachish) months of the independent kingdom of Judah. The ostraca are a formal correspondence in a desperate situation. Both groups normally include, as part of their formulaic expressions, the wish for Yahweh’s blessing. One ostracon from Lachish also mentions a nb’, “prophet,” whose message is summarized in a single command, “Beware.”146

Kuntillet ‘Ajrud Texts 

A collection of inscriptions from c. 800 BC were discovered at the northern Sinai site of Kuntillet [image: s1].147 Commonly understood as mentioning “Yahweh and his Asherah,” the texts have provided what is arguably the major catalyst for a revolution in our understanding of the beliefs of the Israelites during the monarchy. The inscriptions that mention this blessing, while not limited to what is either a Sinai caravansary or a cult center (see below), provide the centerpiece for discussion of the role of a goddess or cult symbol and its relationship to Yahweh. It is, in fact, no longer possible to accept a simple division between those who worshiped Yahweh as a single and unique deity, on the one hand, and those who served Baal and a pantheon of deities, on the other. As a result of the finds at Kuntillet [image: s1], Yahweh has become a member of the pantheon of Iron Age Palestine.

The discovery of these inscriptions in the excavations of the desert site has provoked a large literature debating their interpretation and their significance for Israelite religion.148 Some of the texts appear on the walls of a structure excavated in 1975–76 at Kuntillet [image: s1]. Others are found on ceramic jars at the site. On the basis of an absence of cultic objects, Judith Hadley (1993) argued that the structure is probably not a cult center but rather a caravansary, an early “hotel” for travelers across the northern Sinai desert. However, Zevit argues that the benches (like many cult centers with large pithoi), the earthquake architecture (as at the high place at Dan), the ink on plaster writing (Deir ‘Alla), and the natural temenos (sacred enclosure) wall affected by the steep edges of the hills surrounding the site149 all point to a cultic installation. Nevertheless, the absence of altars, incense burners, and [image: s58], as well as the casual style of the script, continue to confirm the view that this is a caravansary.150 One jar alone had written on it several inscriptions along with drawings of figures best identified as Bes figures. Bes was an Egyptian deity whose images functioned as a kind of good luck charm. They can be found throughout the ancient Near East and the Mediterranean world.

In the eyes of some scholars, this is the most significant set of texts yet discovered for understanding Israelite religion. These important inscriptions mention Yahweh and Asherah as deities invoked in the pronouncement of blessings on various people. El and Baal are also mentioned in a single poem. However, the interpretation of these texts bristles with problems. Elsewhere, I (1992c; 1996b) have argued that the mention of Asherah, in conjunction with Yahweh, is not a cult symbol nor is “his Asherah” the best translation. Instead, it is preferable to render the goddess’s name as Asheratah, in accordance with the spelling and reading of her name everywhere outside the Bible for more than a thousand years. The tradition of reading and pronouncing this name as Asherah is one that derives directly from the Bible. In the translations below, for the sake of accuracy, I will render the goddess’s name as “Asheratah.” However, I will continue to use “Asherah” in the text of this study, since it is the most commonly accepted way of spelling the name of the goddess.

It is not certain who wrote these inscriptions. In particular, some have thought that the texts that mention Baal and El were composed by non-Israelites. The texts associate these deities with war and with theophanies. If they are Israelite, and this is increasingly thought likely,151 they indicate either (1) Baal, like El, should be identified with Yahweh; or (2) there was a rival cult that accepted Baal as a martial deity. The most frequently mentioned deity, the only one associated with Asherah, and the one who appears in the blessings formulae, is Yahweh. His name is associated with two place names that occur as Yahweh of the Teman (htmn) and Yahweh of Samaria (šmrn). The Teman was a desert region to the south of Judah, while Samaria was either the capital of the northern kingdom of Israel or, possibly, the nation of Israel itself.

Although best identified as a caravansary with some cultic associations in my view, this site yields the following distinctives in terms of its religious inscriptions: (1) Yahweh as a deity associated both with the state of Israel and with a region outside of Israel and Judah, in the southern desert; (2) Yahweh as a male deity with a female consort, Asherah, a goddess also associated with El, the chief deity in thirteenth-century BC mythological texts from Ugarit; and (3) Yahweh and Asherah as powerful deities capable of blessing others.

The following inscriptions were identified on wall plaster and on large jars.152

A. This is an inscription on the north side of the door between the bench room and the courtyard:153

1. “And in the shining forth of El at the he[ads of the mountains

2. And the mountains will melt [like wax beneath him

3. And the knolls will be crushed [in Mount Bashan

4. and six on [

5. to bless Baal on the day of w[ar

6. to the name of El on the day of w[ar”

B. This is an inscription from the west wall of the bench room:154

1. “l]engthen their days and they will be filled, [and they] will give to 2. ] do good, Yahweh (of) the Te[man]”

C. This is an inscription from pithos A overwriting Bes figurines:155

1. “Said [ ] the ?: “Say to Yehal[’el] and to Yossah and to [PN . . . I b]lessed you

 2. to Yahweh of Shomron and to Asheratah.”

D. This inscription from jar B appears alongside five people in a row and a sixth one above the five. They face left and gesture as though praying. It is written to the right of the procession:156

1. “Said 2. Amaryo: 3. “Say to my lord: 4. Are you peace? 5. I blessed you to Yah 6. weh Teman 7. and to Asheratah. May he bl 8. ess and may he guard you 9. and may he be with my 10. lord . . . 11. like . . .”

E. Inscriptions from jar B include some that are close to the procession. There are six names. Three have theophoric suffixes, -yw, that are customary with northern Israelite names. Another is [image: s119] perhaps referring to someone associated with Egypt.157 These six may be the six figures represented pictorially on the pithos. Samaria and Teman include the most northern and southern areas of Yahweh’s dominion.158 However, they may also indicate two regions especially identified with Yahweh by the visitors to this site.

F. This is an inscription from pithos B partially covering the procession.159

1. ] “for/to Yahweh (of) the Teman and to Asheratah[

2. all that he asks from a man who acts compassionately he[?], and YHW will give him according to his heart.”

The inscriptions include blessings upon the reader by Yahweh of Teman and Yahweh of Samaria. Another can be translated, “I bless you by Yahweh of Samaria and A/asheratah.”

Who or what is A/asheratah in these inscriptions? Four options have been suggested:

a. a symbol of Yahweh

b. personal name of the goddess Asherah

c. a symbol of Asherah

d. personal name of the goddess Asherah/Asheratah

That Asherah is a symbol of Yahweh is not impossible. However, it is unknown in Israel for Yahweh to have a cult symbol.160 Keel and Uehlinger (1992) propose a cult symbol subordinated to Yahweh. In this interpretation the Asherah symbol is no goddess. As developed by Miller, Asherah became a symbol of Yahweh who expresses his presence, a kind of hypostasis that possesses no gender but only the presence of God.161 With Hadley, he sees in her an anticipation of Lady Wisdom in Proverbs and the development of the Law as a personification of God.162 However, this view suffers from several problems.

M. Smith (1991; 2003, 126–28) argues that the references that associate Asherah with Baal (Judg. 3:7; 1 Kings 18:19; 2 Kings 23:4) must all be discounted as late editorials and glosses by the Deuteronomists.163 But why would the Deuteronomists defeat their own purposes of monotheism by rehabilitating a forgotten goddess? Nor is the text’s failure to mention Asherah in Jehu’s reform of 2 Kings 9–10 proof that this deity/ hypostasis was acceptable to the Yahwist Jehu. Rather, the emphasis on Baal includes all the deities in his pantheon, such as Asherah, and only occasionally did the biblical writers feel the need to specify them and give them the “honor” of naming them.

A second problem arises with a twelfth-century BC Babylonian text, in which the names of many gods are subsumed under one deity, Marduk, who is chief god of Babylon. However, Marduk’s wife’s name is missing.164 This is no oversight but a demonstration of the fact that the female goddess was never assimilated into the male deity, even in such a polytheistic context. This evidence argues against the view that Asherah was or became a hypostasis of Yahweh.165

There is evidence for the continuous presence of Asherah in the West Semitic pantheon from c. 2000 BC on into the Persian period without any textual suggestion of her becoming a hypostasis of a chief male deity.166 And nowhere in the Ugaritic texts, the Old Testament, or elsewhere is Asherah associated with wisdom.167

The view that this is the personal name of the goddess Asherah implies that Yahweh had a consort. Most scholars conclude that this is the correct analysis.168 Most accept the addition of an -h suffix in the inscription as a third personal pronominal suffix, “his Asherah.”169 However, no personal name ever has a pronominal suffix attached to it in Classical Hebrew. Nevertheless, other West Semitic languages do provide occasional examples of this phenomenon.

If this is a symbol of the goddess, as in the form of a wooden pole, it would be acceptable grammatically and would be supported by other attestations in the Bible. Thus Yahweh has a consort. At least one or two writers of this graffiti (from Samaria) had a view of their god that allowed for other deities, a perspective reflected as well in the prophets.

My view assumes that this is the personal name of the goddess. In this scenario, the final -h consonant in the inscription’s spelling of the name could be a second feminine ending (Zevit [2001]) or a vowel letter reflecting a final a vowel (Angerstorfer [1982]). In the latter case, the name is not Asherah but Asheratah. This is the preferred explanation, based as it is on comparative forms in Iron Age names of southern Palestine and on all other West Semitic occurrences of the deity’s name from the second millennium and the Iron Age epigraphy of the first millennium BC.170 Asherah, spelled as it is in the Bible [image: s120] is never found in extrabiblical texts of the monarchy in Israel. At Khir-bet el-Qom (see below) and on ostraca from seventh-century BC Tell Miqne (= Ekron) the spelling ’šrt(h) is always found.171 Thus I think the deity was Asheratah, identical to the Asherah of the Bible, only spelled slightly differently.172

Khirbet el-Qom Blessing 

Khirbet el-Qom, a site eight miles west of Hebron, also yielded an inscription from a time period near that of Kuntillet [image: s1]. Some have interpreted them all in the same way, as evidence of a consort for Yahweh. Thus there is evidence for polytheism with Yahweh in Judah. Dever observes that line three has been deliberately overwritten and suggests that in the eighth century BC someone found it a theological problem to produce this blessing.173 But this is not the only possible reason for the tracings.

Zevit has restudied this inscription and produced the following translation:174

1. “Uryahu, the prosperous, his inscription ([or] an inscription)

2. I blessed Uryahu to Yahweh

3. to wit, from his enemies . . . for the sake of Asheratah save him

4. . . . by Abiyahu

5. . . . ?? and to Asheratah

6. . . . A[sh]eratah”

The title “prosperous” appears in Micah 6:12 and Psalm 45:12 [Heb. 13]; 112:3. A personal name followed by a definite article and a title is found on seventh-century BC inscriptions from the City of David. Zevit argues that Uriyahu was a devotee of Asherah and had problems, perhaps an illness, that his enemies claimed were hopeless.175 Abiyahu interceded to Yahweh for Uriyahu and pleaded that he deliver Uriyahu for the sake of the goddess Asherah, that is, she was worthy of a favor from Yahweh. Zevit compares an Old Babylonian (seventeenth-century BC) royal prayer and notes that Yahweh is the object of appeals in the Psalms for the sake of his loving loyalty ([image: s121] Ps. 6:4 [Heb. 5]), goodness (Ps. 25:7), and name (Pss. 106:8; 109:21). The drawing of the hand beside the inscription is, according to this theory, the left hand of Uriyahu that was extended to grasp the supporting hand of Yahweh or perhaps of Abiyahu.176 An alternative view sees the hand as part of a warning or attempt to ward off the concern of anyone wishing to disturb the corpse, as with the Ketef Hinnom amulet, discussed above. In this theory, the blessing of Uriyahu before Yahweh and Asherah expedites salvation, while the drawing of the hand wards off any evil or disturbance.177

Summary 

The inscriptional materials attested in ancient Israel and describing the period between c. 931 and c. 586 BC reflect a diversity of beliefs that lie somewhere between two extremes. On the one hand, there is the position of the Bible and its prophets in which Yahweh and Yahweh alone should be worshiped and confessed. On the other hand, there are the various beliefs in multiple deities including Baal, Asherah, and Yahweh. The following chapter provides a description of the noninscriptional material from the same period. See the summary there for an integration of the great variety of cultural material, written and nonwritten, into a synthesis of diversity in Iron Age II Israel.

Excursus
_______________________________
RELIGION OF PHOENICIA

As with ancient Israel, so there is evidence for religious beliefs and practices among Israel’s neighbors. This work is concerned primarily with Israelite religion and therefore the religions of the surrounding peoples of the Iron Age are not considered except as they come into direct contact with Israelite religion. However, it is useful to examine Phoenician religion. This multiform set of religions provides a parallel to the religions of ancient Israel and enables us to see another descendant of the second-millennium Bronze Age religious traditions of Canaan that flourished contemporaneously with Israelite religions. Clifford (1990), whose discussion is useful for understanding Phoenician religion, posits that, due to the fragmented nature of the Phoenician city-states, there is no reason to assume complete uniformity of religious persuasion. Instead, he traces some elements that are common throughout the region and others that are distinct during the period of Phoenician activity, 1200–332 BC. Note that the name, Phoenicia, is a Greek term used to describe roughly the same ethnic groups and geographical area as those defined by the earlier Semitic term, Canaan.

Common Elements 

The evidence from Classical Greek and Roman authors, as well as other sources, attests to at least seven elements that are common to several Phoenician cities. First, gods conducted business in assemblies in a manner similar to human meetings. The assemblies were subordinate to certain individual gods. Second, divine names, such as [image: s16]and [image: s113], could be both names and titles. Gods were often associated with places or natural wonders (mountains, springs, stars). Some gods had interchangeable functions with different names for Egyptian, Greek, and Latin equivalents. Third, dying and rising gods are common. Eshmun appears at Sidon (= Greek Asclepios), Adonis at Byblos, and Melqart at Tyre (= Greek Heracles/Hercules). Melqart, meaning “king of the city,” probably denotes an underworld deity whose cult appears in the tenth century BC.

While such deities are well known, the specific attributes and myths differ significantly from one city and era to another. Sidonian Eshmun’s name was interpreted by Damascius (fifth century AD) as either from the Semitic word for first (the first element, Esh) or as from the word for eight (the name, shmoun, without the initial “e”) or as oil (šemen, see below). The derivation from “eight” is suggested because he was the eighth son of Sydyk. However, some interpretations have perferred an etymology from “oil” (šemen). The myth that the writer Damascius relates describes how a goddess “rekindled the life” of Eshmoun. The connection with the Greek Asclepios and healing derives from the etymology of the name from “oil,” a substance regularly used in healing.178 Egyptian hieratic transcriptions of West Semitic magical texts from the second millennium BC included a reference to Eshmun and possibly to Astarte, his spouse at Sidon. At Ugarit there was a god named šmn who may be Eshmun.179 He was associated with the Baal gods but distinguished from Baal. Although Eshmun may have been a dying and rising deity, this is not stated before the time of Damascius and must be inferred from his possible connection with the same themes of the neighboring Sidonian Herakles/Melqart.180

In his monograph on this topic, Tryggve Mettinger (2001, 83–111) noted that like Baal at Ugarit, Melqart of Tyre (i.e., the Greek Herakles) may have been a dying and rising god. The tradition that Hiram of Tyre, contemporary of Solomon, began the “awakening of Melqart” festival is found in Josephus and his sources. Evidence for the official title of a religious figure who “raises/resurrects the god” comes from the fourth century BC and later. On a fifth-century BC Sidonian vase there appeared a series of scenes that describe how a figure that can be identified as Melqart/Herakles was burnt to death and later resurrected. This association with death by fire is found in allusions in various myths and even an observed human sacrifice by Tertullian in second-century AD North Africa. The Pyrgi inscription describes the burial of a god whom Mettinger takes to be Melqart, but this should not be seen as mythically in conflict with the idea of a death in flames. It has been thought that the incineration motif might have been introduced as new burial techniques came to dominate the Mediterranean, with cremation replacing the more popular practice of burials in the Late Bronze Age (as at Ugarit for example).

In the latter half of the first millennium BC, there was mention of Osiris in connection with Herakles at Tyre, Cyprus, Malta, and Gades (Spain).181 Osiris represents yet another dying and rising deity, originally associated with Egypt but developed into various manifestations around the Mediterranean world.

A fourth common element is the symposium. This event, identified as a [image: s56], appears in three relevant Phoenician and Punic inscriptions from fourth-century BC Sidon, from third-century BC Marseilles, and in a first-century BC inscription from Piraeus near Athens. There is a Sido-nian bronze bowl dedicated to the [image: s56]of Shamash. The Marseilles text refers to the [image: s56]of the gods. The Athens text honors a leading citizen with a crown and stele on the fourth day of the [image: s56]. Clifford argues: “The three texts show that the symposia were held for a god in a particular temple, and that the ceremonies were marked by drinking, memorial offerings, and sacrifice; they involved appropriation of funds and were celebrated annually by local associations of merchants.”182 The ninth-century BC banquet scene on a Phoenician bowl from Salamis, on the island of Cyprus, suggests a [image: s56]with musicians, a dancer, drinking, carrying wine, and sexual intercourse.183 In the following centuries, Nabatean and Palmyrene inscriptions associated the [image: s56]with dead kings and gods, and with priests of Bel. The Talmud and the sixth-century AD Madeba map in Jordan identify Baal-Peor with the [image: s56]and relate these to the Mayumas festivals in Mediterranean cities that Roman rulers sometimes banned due to their licentiousness.184 The evidence from Ugarit, the Bible,185 and that cited here suggest that the [image: s56]was a banquet that possibly involved a funerary feast.186

Fifth, some twenty thousand urns with infant and animal bones cremated and buried in the tophet (sanctuary) at Carthage during a period of six hundred years attest to infant sacrifice. Other cemeteries have children’s bones that included both cremated and inhumed examples. The data suggests that such sacrifices were used for purposes of population control, as animal substitution decreased with an increase in population at Carthage. Tophets in ten places around the Mediterranean (North Africa, Sicily, and Sardinia) have been found to contain bones of cremated children and votive stone stelae.187 Textually, the use of the term mlk in Phoenician and Punic texts was thought to refer to sacrifice,188 but more likely describes the deity who receives child sacrifices, Molek/ Molech in the Old Testament.189 This deity already appears as Maliku at Ebla, Mari, and Ugarit. Maliku is associated in Akkadian texts with the Mesopotamian Nergal, god of the underworld.190

A sixth common element is found in stories concerning the creation of the world or cosmogonies. Compare the phrase “El, creator of the earth” that appears in two Phoenician inscriptions (eighth and second centuries BC) and in Philo (of Alexandria) at the turn of the era. The term occurs earlier in the name of Samuel’s father, Elkanah, and still earlier in the title of the Hittite Hurrian myth, Elkunirsa. Philo reports several cosmogonies.191

Seventh are the Rephaim. The term “Rephaim” refers to the shades of the dead in the Old Testament. It occurs some twenty-seven times in the Hebrew Bible,192 where it can refer to legendary giants.193 The Phoenician and Punic texts use this term as a name for shades of the dead.194 The root of the name is rp’. It means “to heal,” and this may be the origin of the term. At Ugarit, the designation rpu (KTU 1.108) describes a deity associated with Ashtaroth and Edrei, places elsewhere related to the underworld and Molech, and the home of the last of the Rephaim in the Bible.195 At Ugarit, the transjordanian site of Ashtoreth was the seat of the god Mlk (KTU 1.100 41 and 1.107 42). In the Old Testament Molech was located in Hinnom, a valley connected to the valley of the Rephaim.196 Smith follows the revocalizing of “doctors” [image: s122] to [image: s123] (i.e., the Rephaim or “dead ancestors”) in 2 Chronicles 16:12 to designate those whom Asa consulted for his diseased feet.197 Asa’s action is understood as turning away from Yahweh.

Johnston (2002, 128–29) describes the biblical Rephaim as lifeless. In Isaiah 14:9–10 they are awakened to greet the king who joins them. At that point they confess weakness. Unlike the Ugaritic Rpum, those in the Bible are never connected to a patron or a founder.198 The term seems to have originated in reference to ancient warriors, perhaps especially though not exclusively associated with the Argob region near the modern border of Jordan and Syria. It was applied at Ugarit to deified ancestors and heroes (e.g., Dan’el, KTU 1.17–19) who could travel on chariots and celebrate a banquet (KTU 1.20–22), witness a marriage (Keret’s), and bless Ugarit and individuals with health and fertility (KTU 1.82; 1.161).199 In Phoenician, the term (as rp’m) appears on the sixth- and fifth-centuries BC sarcophagi of two Sidonian kings, cursing those who disturb their tombs. In their imprecations, the kings state that, if disturbed, the interlopers will have no resting place with the rp’m. In Neo-Punic texts of the first century AD at El Amruni, a dedication to the divine rp’m is rendered in Latin as DMRS, an abbreviation meaning “to the sacred spirits.” In the Bible, however, this term was reinterpreted from the perspective that the dead are generally weak, without life or vitality.

Elements Specific to a City 

In addition to the above observations regarding dying and rising gods, the following distinctives have been noted. At Tyre, Melqart was the chief god. The name, Melqart, may be translated “king of the city.” By tradition, Hiram, who was associated with David and Solomon, became the first to celebrate the “awakening” festival, suggesting a dying and rising of the deity.200 The ninth-century BC stele of Bir-Hadad shows a god with a battle-axe and a conical hat like Baal. Perhaps Melqart was initially a hypostasis of the Phoenician king and later patron and founder of the city with its dye and trading industries. Scholars have variously identified the Baal of Tyre in the Elijah narratives with Baal Shamem, a deity mentioned on the Esarhaddon treaty and identified as Haddu (Ugaritic [image: s52], though other identities have been proposed), with Baal Lebanon (mentioned in an eighth-century BC Phoenician inscription at Limassol), and with Baal Hermon. In a seventh-century BC treaty between Baal of Tyre and Esarhaddon, Bayt-il heads the Tyrian list of deities. El remains the best option for this deity. Perhaps El is patriarch and head of the assembly, while Melqart is head of the dynasty, similar to the mythology that may have applied at Ugarit. Several third- and second-century BC inscriptions mention Milk-Astart, perhaps a “consort of Ashtart” or “Milk of the city Ashtart.” Also mentioned in the Esarhaddon treaty is Baal Malage (Ugaritic Kotharu?), Baal Saphon, Melqart, Eshmun, and Ashtart (as war goddess).

At Sidon, inscriptions refer to temples that have been dedicated to Ashtart, Eshmun (dying and rising god at Sidon), Ashtart Face of Baal, and Baal of Sidon.

At Byblos two temples from the second millennium BC were dedicated to Reshep and Ba‘alat. Ba‘alat was “mistress” or “sovereign” of Byblos. She continued into the first millennium BC and became associated with portrayals of the Egyptian Hathor, and with the second-century AD epithet, “Byblian Aphrodite.”

At Carthage, in a second-century BC treaty with Hamilcar and Philip of Macedon, triads of deities are mentioned. The first triad is Ba‘al Hamon, Tanit, and Reshep. Clifford denies a common triad for all the Phoenician cities but notes how the deities in these cities often appeared in triads.201

1 . This and the following dates for the kings of Judah and Israel follow Kitchen (2003, 30–32). Though there is much controversy on this matter of dating, the basic premises of E. Thiele and later scholars like Kitchen and Rainey (Rainey and Notley [2006, 172–74]) regarding differences between the dating systems used by the northern and southern kingdoms and as found in the books of the Kings remain valid. Here these dates are intended as useful markers for comparing the times and reigns of different kings and the religious activities associated with them.

2 . Zevit (2001, 449–57).

3 . E.g., Ahab’s construction of a temple and altar for Baal in 1 Kings 16:30–33. Written sources in Kings and Chronicles include references to the law of Moses (1 Kings 2:3; 2 Kings 14:15; 1 Chron. 16:40; 2 Chron. 23:18; 25:4; 30:5, 18; 31:3; 35:12); the annals of Solomon (1 Kings 11:41); the annals of the Kings of Israel (1 Kings 14:19; 15:31; 16:5, 14, 20, 27; 22:39; 2 Kings 1:18; 10:34; 13:8, 12; 14:28; 15:11, 15, 21, 26, 31; 2 Chron. 33:18); the annals of the Kings of Judah (1 Kings 14:29; 15:7, 23; 22:45 [Heb. 46]; 2 Kings 8:23; 12:19 [Heb. 20]; 14:18; 15:6, 36; 16:19; 20:20; 21:17, 25; 23:28; 24:5); the records of Samuel the seer, the records of Nathan the prophet, and the records of Gad the seer (1 Chron. 29:29); the records of Nathan the prophet, the prophecy of Ahijah the Shilonite, and the visions of Iddo the seer (2 Chron. 9:29); the records of Shemaiah the prophet and of Iddo the seer (2 Chron. 12:15); the “midrash” on the prophet Iddo (2 Chron. 13:22); the book of the Kings of Judah and Israel (2 Chron. 16:11; 25:26; 27:7; 28:26; “Israel and Judah” reversed in 2 Chron. 35:27; 36:8); the annals of Jehu (2 Chron. 20:34); the “midrash” on the book of the Kings (2 Chron. 24:27); the vision of Isaiah (2 Chron. 32:32); the records of the seers (2 Chron. 33:19); what is written by David and Solomon (2 Chron. 35:4); and the laments of Jeremiah (2 Chron. 35:25). See Hess (2005b).

4 . Johnston (2002, 37).

5 . “Deuteronomist” refers to the scribe who edited the historical books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings in the time of Josiah. These works share a common theological perspective—“Deuteronomistic”—related to the evaluation of kings and people according to their belief in one deity, Yahweh, and their exclusive worship of him and rejection of all other religious beliefs, practices, and images.

6 . Zevit (2001, 457). For the development of kingship in Israel and its relationship to religion and the cult, see p. 225.

7 . The use of the term “asherah,” as spelled here without capitalization implies a reference to the image rather than necessarily to the goddess. It could also refer to the goddess associated with the image but that is a matter of scholarly debate. See the discussion below regarding the Kuntillet [image: s1] inscriptions.

8 . Zevit (2001, 466).

9 . M. Smith (2003, 83); Hess (forthcoming a).

10 . M. Smith (2003, 84) also cites the associations of Yahweh (as Horus-Yaho) with the bull image in Amherst Papyrus 63 of the Hellenistic period. As with the discussion of Baal/ baal in personal names of the previous century, these might not refer to the divine name Baal, but rather to an epithet “lord” that could refer to Yahweh. See chapter 8.

11 . [image: s124] is the plural of “asherah.” See above note on asherah. [image: s71]is likewise the plural of [image: s64], the standing stones.

12 . Zevit (2001, 461n48).

13 . For gillulîm “round images”; 1 Kings 15:12; see next section below. For [image: s76] , see 1 Kings 15:13; 2 Chron. 15:16.

14 . Zevit (2001, 462–63); cf. Deut. 23:18–19, which forbids Israelites from practicing it.

15 . Day (2000, 69, 79–81).

16 . Cf. 2 Kings 12:2–3 [Heb. 3–4]; 14:3–4; 15:3–4, 34–35.

17 . Yam(m) was the divine Sea whose battle with Baal is recorded in the Baal cycle from Ugarit and already mentioned in an eighteenth-century BC Mari letter. See chapter 4, “Mythology of Gods and Goddesses,” pp. 99–100. Exodus 15 may use mythopoetic themes regarding Yahweh’s defeat of the Egyptian army through his control of the waters of the Reed Sea. However, it differs from the battle between Baal and Yamm in that the Sea is not regarded as a divine enemy.
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179 . This is formed without the augmented aleph “E” at the beginning.

180 . Cf. Mettinger (2001, 155–65).

181 . Ibid., 180–82.

182 . Cf. Clifford (1990, 58).

183 . Cf. King and Stager (2001, 356–57), with drawing. A sixth-century BC Moabite text assigned a [image: s56]along with millstones and a house to a Sara, while at the same time warning Yisha to stay away. See Bordreuil and Pardee (1990); Johnston (2002, 182).

184 . Cf. Pope (1972, 191–92); Johnston (2002, 183). Ps. 106:28 connects Baal-Peor with a cult of the dead.

185 . See discussion earlier in this chapter, especially under “Prophets of Ancient Israel,” concerning Jer. 16:5–9; Amos 6:3–7; Mic. 6:6–7; Ezek. 16:20–21, 36; 23:37–39; and Ps. 106:37. For Ugarit, see chapter 4.

186 . Cf. M. Smith (1994, 140–44); Johnston (2002, 184).

187 . See Brown (1991); King and Stager (2001, 360–61).

188 . Cf. Eissfeldt (1935).

189 . This term came from the Semitic root meaning “to be king,” and developed into a divine name.

190 . See Heider (1985); Day (1989); Johnston (2002, 36); Lewis (2002, 185).

191 . See also the cosmogony of Philo of Byblos, described above in this chapter on p. 269.

192 . Cf. Isa. 14:9; 26:14, 19; Ps. 88:10 [Heb. 11]; Job 26:5; Prov. 2:18; 9:18; 21:16.

193 . Cf. Gen. 14:5; 15:20; Deut. 2:11, 20; 3:11; Josh. 12:4; 17:15. Cf. also the discussion in chapter 7, p. 175.

194 . See KTU 1.100 41; 1.107 17 for Molech; and KAI 13:7–8; 14:8–9; 117:1 for the Rephaim. Day (2000, 217–19) cites both 1 Sam. 28:13 and Isa. 8:19 as evidence of some sort of “divinization of the dead.”

195 . Cf. Josh. 12:4; 13:12, 31; Num. 21:33; Deut. 1:4; 3:1. M. Smith (2003, 179n69) notes a subterranean complex that was discovered at Edrei (Dera’) in Transjordan. This complex has been likened to tombs such as those found beneath houses at Ugarit. It may provide further evidence of a connection between the dynasty and culture of Ugarit and, with Ashtaroth, these locations in Transjordan near the modern border between Syria and Jordan. See further in chapter 4, p. 104.

196 . Cf. 2 Kings 23:10; Josh. 18:16; Day (2000, 218–25).

197 . Cf. M. Smith (2003, 168–69).

198 . Johnston notes that dead Rephaim are never named. While alive, Rephaim such as Og are named. See Deut. 3:11 and Josh. 12:4; 13:12; and others in 1 Chron. 20:4 (as descendants of the Rephaim). If Smith’s emendation of 2 Chron. 16:12 (above) is accepted, then Rephaim are also consulted. However, Johnston argues against this change since it lacks textual support.

199 . Cf. Johnston (2002, 134–42).

200 . So Josephus quoting the Tyrian annals in Contra Apionem I. 118–119; Jewish Antiquities VIII. 146. Cf. Clifford (1990, 59).

201 . Clifford’s own recognition of the scarcity of evidence challenges the theory proposed by Niehr (1990). Niehr argues that the Bible portrays Yahweh as the “high god” who presides over a heavenly council, lives on a holy mountain, creates heaven and earth, and assimilates the roles of the sun deity. Niehr likens Yahweh’s portrayal in the Bible to Baalshamem in the Aramaic and Phoenician sources. Thus the influence of Baalshamem, not Deuteronomistic theology, explains Yahweh. The paucity of extrabiblical evidence, however, cannot bear the weight of this thesis.
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Cult 

Cult Centers 

Following Holladay’s classification scheme (see chapter 2), Jerusalem Cave 1 is understood as a nonconformist sanctuary. The site is an artificial cave on the eastern slope of the City of David and outside the walls. It dates from the late eighth and seventh centuries BC. It contains many animal figurines, horse-and-rider figurines, pillar figurines, and a variety of other cultic objects.1 Samaria Cave E 207 was located four-tenths of a mile southeast of the city gate of Samaria and contained pottery and cult objects similar to those from Jerusalem Cave 1. Other nonconformist cult centers include a cult area with figurines at Tell en-Nasbeh (Cave 193) and a center at Tell Beit Mirsim (Courtyard NW 32–12).

West of Jerusalem nineteen or twenty tumuli have been found. These have been related to the twenty-one kings in Jerusalem between David and Zedekiah. They have been understood as centers for a mourning ceremony at the time of each king’s demise.2 The city also yielded some 250 rock cut caves and bench tombs with Hathor-style headrests.3 They are dated between the tenth and seventh centuries BC. For the silver strips or good luck charms (amulets) with Numbers 6:24–27 and Deuteronomy 7:9 scratched on them, see the discussion in chapter 9 under “Ketef Hinnom Silver Strips.” Are these texts evidence of reforms by Josiah?4

Following this are summaries of the “establishment” shrines at Megiddo (Locus 2081), Lachish (Stratum V Building 49), possibly Beer-sheba (where only an altar remains), and the sanctuaries at Dan and at Arad.5

Excavations at Megiddo’s level from the tenth century BC yielded a household shrine and room 2081 with cult vessels and two four-horned limestone incense altars.6 A large and a small horned altar stood side by side, and a large and a small stand were positioned on the shelf and on the floor respectively. Perhaps these suggest the worship of two deities. A small portion of burnt grain was found on the floor before the large altar.7 On the north wall of 2081 a door led to a narrow room paved with stone and flanked at its entrance by two standing stones. Elsewhere on the site, horns from one or two large altars were found. Three small altars were found in a corner and other cult objects elsewhere. However, not all of this is necessarily cultic. Except for the two altars and two stands, Kitchen describes the rest as “domestic clutter.”8 Nevertheless, it remains likely that this material is typologically similar with other items found in cultic sites elsewhere. A room at the south end of a larger structure (Schumacher Shrine 338) was a broad room, with two “stelae” equidistant from the far sides of the room and four other stone columns on the same longitudinal axis. Zevit suggests that the “stelae” were likely support pillars in the room.9 The remaining four columns may have served either to represent images or as a place for offerings. A bronze seated male figurine was also found, as were horned and round stone altars that stood in the courtyard.10

[image: 9781441201126_0300_001]
Fig. 34. Judean captives from Sennacherib’s relief of the capture of Lachish (© Copyright the Trustees of the British Museum)

Inscribed with scenes of Lachish (Tell ed-Duweir), Sennacherib’s dramatic reliefs of the capture and destruction of Lachish in 701 BC portray incense burners removed from the site. Although no Iron Age sanctuary has been identified on the tell, the evidence from the reliefs suggests cultic activity and also a cult center that was destroyed at the end of the eighth century BC.11 Cult room 49 of Stratum V (tenth century BC) yielded a limestone four-horned incense altar and a basalt standing stone. The remains suggest animal sacrifices and the sharing of sacred meals. The room has a low bench along the walls, similar to the Canaanite bench temple of Tel Mevorakh. It differed from the preceding Late Bronze Age temples at Lachish in that it was simpler and had no refuse pits.12

Beersheba, possibly also a regional center, had a horned altar of ashlar stones that was dismantled perhaps during Hezekiah’s reforms, although others date its reuse in walls to the early eighth century BC, well before Hezekiah.13 It also had a large two-handled eighth-century pot inscribed with qdš, “holy,” and set apart for cultic usage.14 Zevit reconstructs the altar at a much smaller height than Exodus 27:1, and smaller than others reconstruct it.15 He observes that, although dressed stones formed the sides, the interior and top would have consisted of earth. The site includes two rooms (room 25 and building 430) for domestic purposes (ninth and eighth centuries BC) with a lamp, an incense burner, a female figurine, and a model couch. These may have to do with fertility and giving birth, thus there is the the presence of what may be a birthing stool.

[image: 9781441201126_0301_001]
Fig. 35. Beersheba reconstructed horned altar (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Dan is by far the largest Iron Age Israelite cult site, a “state sanctuary” comparable with similar sanctuaries in Phoenicia (cf. Tell Ta‘yinat). At the “high place” on Tel Dan there is a large podium with a monumental flight of stairs (from the south) and an adjoining three-room sanctuary (biblical liškâ) with a stone altar, ash pit, and three iron shovels for ashes.16 A large horn, some twenty inches high, may reflect a huge altar on the platform, or that the platform itself was an altar with horns at its corners.17 King and Stager compare this monumental structure with the “mountain of El” in Ezekiel 43. The Ezekiel altar is of a size similar to the one at Dan’s high place, about twenty feet square.18 By Stratum IV (eighth century BC) the platform was large enough (62 feet by 26 feet) to hold a structure the size of the desert tabernacle that might have contained Jeroboam I’s calf.19 South of this platform were two small hornless altars with a rim and tray that could represent two lesser deities.20 The three incense shovels and related installations may be associated with chthonic worship. In the mid-ninth century, the sanctuary was enlarged significantly. A monumental staircase was added to the south side of the platform in the early eighth century. Beneath a small limestone altar in one room was a bronze and silver scepter head. There were also three iron shovels and a sunken jar. Near the complex was a jar handle stamped with the name ImmadiYo, the final syllable providing a possibly shortened form of Yahweh.21

[image: 9781441201126_0302_001]
Fig. 36.[image: s167] from the outer court at Dan (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

Five [image: s71]were situated outside the city’s southern entrance. Another set of five stones existed within the outer chamber of the gate. Another set was identified at the northern edge of the western wall of the same chamber with a basin beside it, perhaps for pouring libations.22 At the upper gate another set of five stones was found, and a set of three stones occurred outside the southern gate in a niche attached to the wall. Biran associates some of these sets with the [image: s73]of 2 Kings 23:8. In addition, altars and pottery vessels were found beside the city gate. The seven-spouted lamps and other pottery suggest that people entering the city could pay homage to the deity.

[image: 9781441201126_0303_001]
Fig. 37. Dan high place (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

The sanctuary at Arad probably represents a regional center due to its relatively large size in relation to the rest of the fortress that makes up the site, and its central and public access within the fort. In the three-room sanctuary, there were found animal bones, a bronze image of a crouching lion, and an eighth-century ceramic offering stand. Stratum X included an altar of unworked field stones slightly north of where the earlier sacrificial altar had been in the center of the courtyard. Benches were rearranged and two shallow bowls were inscribed with “qoph kaph,” an abbreviation of “[that which is] sacred for the priests.” In Strata X and IX this cult center was in use. As a result of the analysis of Herzog these have now been dated to the eighth century BC, with a dismantling of the temple sometime in the late eighth century, perhaps during centralizing reforms brought about by Hezekiah, remembered as the reforming king of Judah.23 As elsewhere, the dual nature of the implements found in the eighth-century levels may suggest the worship of two deities. The benches may have contained ritual objects. Those performing the rituals faced westward. The altar of unworked stones (and without horns) occupied the courtyard. The main outer altar had a core of earth and stones and was faced with field stones. Its top was plastered and included a flint slab as a place for burning. Channels directed the runoff. The step at its southern base may have been a [image: s135] often translated as “foundation” or “base.” The absence of horns would not allow for a biblical purification offering. Kitchen, following others, observes that the ostraca found near Arad’s gate provide names linked with priestly, Levitical families: Meremoth (cf. Ezra 8:33), Joshaphat, Pashhur (cf. Jer. 20:1), Besal, Korah, sons of Gilgal.24 These could be names from priestly families known in Jerusalem in the sixth and fifth centuries BC.25

[image: 9781441201126_0304_001]
Fig. 38. Arad cult center (Courtesy of Thomas B. Hall III)

These various cult centers do not resemble one another, unlike those of the Bronze Age described in chapter 5.26 Later sites in the region include late seventhor early sixth-century BC ones about six miles south of Arad at Qitmit and at Ein-Hazeva near the Arabah. These include evidence of the Edomite deity Qaus.27

Barrick has studied the references to the high places ([image: s3])28 of Moab in the Bible, in archaeology, and in the ninth-century BC Moabite stele.29 He finds them in towns and cities, not in the open. He and others suggest that this may be true of Israel’s high places.30 Despite the objections of Emerton, Fried has demonstrated that the Akkadian cognate allows for, and the biblical (ninety-seven times) and Moabite usages expect that the [image: s73]are located within walled population centers. 31 Detailing the various sanctuaries in the towns around Judah and Israel, Alpert-Nakhai argues that the united monarchy placed these [image: s73]strategically in centers that would unite local populations by practicing a single religion. First Samuel 9 and the [image: s165] at Tel Dan suggest it could include a public building (a liškâ for the consumption of the sacrifice?), a sacrificial altar, and a sanctuary complex.32 Nevertheless, Smith notes that high places are found in both urban (1 Kings 13:32; 2 Kings 23:8) and rural settings (Ezek. 6:13; Hosea 4:13).33 In the divided monarchy, [image: s73]were built at sites of special importance to the kings, such as Dan, Bethel, and Arad, as well as Vered Jericho, Uza, Radum, and the “stone stairs” at [image: s166]-Michmash.34 Zevit (2001, 262) regards [image: s73]as publicly accessible areas that regularly possessed [image: s58]

Standing stones or [image: s71]also continued to be used.35 They may have symbolically represented the divine or served as receptacles for the divine presence. The small reliefs on coinage from Byblos depict them in a walled-in area, while coinage from Tyre has them erected under a tree. At Paphos in Cyprus they have a central place in a cultic(?) structure, and reliefs from Sidon portray their transportation in a wagon. Eighth- and seventh-century BC Sefire inscriptions refer to stones with the writing bty ’lhy’, “houses of gods.” This relates to Philo of Alexandria’s term baitylos, which he describes as both a divine name and a name for such stones. Alternatively, as with Pharaoh Shishaq’s erection of one at Megiddo (c. 926 BC) and the Assyrian king Sargon’s setting one at Ashdod (late eighth century BC), they could serve as memorial stelae. Funerary or commemorative stelae are attested at Ugarit (KTU 1.17 I 28; 6.13; 6.14), at Kition in Cyprus (KAI 35.1–3), at Athens (KAI 53), at Lapethos (KAI 43.6), and at a place chosen by the Aramean king Panammu for his stele (KAI 214.16, 21).36 In the Bible, groupings occur at Mt. Sinai (Exod. 24:4) and at Beth Shemesh in Egypt (Jer. 43:13).37 Elsewhere several appear with Jacob at Bethel (Gen. 28:10–22; 31:13), at Gilead as a boundary marker (Gen. 31:43–54), at Rachel’s grave near Ephratah (Gen. 35:16–20), on the Mount of Olives where Josiah destroyed it (2 Kings 23:13–14; 2 Chron. 34:4), in “the king’s valley” where Absalom erected a funerary monument for himself (2 Sam. 18:18), and at Shechem (Josh. 24:26). In the future, Israel would establish a stele for Yahweh (Isa. 19:19). The condemnations of [image: s71]erected “under every high hill and under every green/leafy/flourishing tree” imply two different types of cult places, according to Zevit.38

Altars are described in the Bible in Exodus 20:22–27; 27:1–8 (38:1–7); and in Deuteronomy 12. Zevit compares Aegean altars filled with earth, ash, and rubble with that of the altar described in Exodus 27 and 38.39 It was covered with bronze, had four horns, and was hollow (to be filled with earth or rubble). He also observes a horizontal band around the altar beneath the top,40 and a grating, perhaps to catch coals, beneath it. The Bible relates that Solomon also constructed a bronze covered altar, filled with stones.41 The inner altar of the tabernacle was similar to the Solomonic one. Jehoiakin’s changes included elimination of the horns on the altars. There was a replacement of the small horned altar with a small table. A small wine decanter with the inscription, “belonging to Mattanyahu, wine of libation, a quarter (measure),” resembles those found at Khirbet el-Qom, at Arad, and on the Jerusalem Ophel. Paleo-graphically, it has been dated to the eighth and seventh centuries BC.42

 Model shrines represented actual shrines. They have been found at Israelite sites at Dan, Tel Rekhesh, Tirzah, and Jerusalem Cave 1. The earliest is from Dan, dating from the twelfth and eleventh centuries BC. It resembles ones from Ugarit and Deir ‘Alla. The one from Tel Rekhesh also dates from Iron Age I and includes a series of clay buttons that represent the deity or the deities. At Tirzah a shrine dated to the ninth and eighth centuries BC was recovered from a pit near the city gate. There are poked holes and a crescent in the center of the fronton. The one from Jerusalem is plain and, like the others, has a very high sill for a door. More likely this was intended as a large window for light. These are miniatures of larger wayside shrines that gave the possessor access to the larger shrines from a distance. Summarizing his evidence, Zevit identifies them as the biblical [image: s136] that could be hewed or broken (Ezek. 6:4, 6; 2 Chron. 34:4–7).43

In addition to Jerusalem, Samaria, Arad, Dan, Megiddo, Lachish, and Beersheba, the following have likely cultic materials.

At Hazor in the eighth century BC in house 3067a (Area B), there were objects such as human and animal figurines as well as an ivory pyxis lid showing a man at a sacred tree.44 This may indicate religious activity but it is difficult to say anything about a cult.

Tel Kedesh, located between Taanach and Megiddo, included a building dating perhaps from the eighth century BC. It contained a four-horned, collarless limestone altar. This appears to be slight evidence for a cult.

At Tirzah (Tell el-Far‘ah North), at a location eleven and a half feet inside the city gate, there was found a square installation of flat stones with a monolithic column, a pedestal, and a basin. Basins were found inside the gates at Bethsaida, Lachish, Gezer, and Ekron. They may have been used by travelers and for libations on possibly adjacent standing stones. There is also house 440 of Stratum VIIb from the beginning of the ninth century BC. This included remnants of a model shrine and an image of a body of a nursing woman. Locus 452 yielded a female figurine with a “tamborine.”45

Kuntillet [image: s1], occupied c. 850–750 BC, was located thirty-one miles south of Kadesh Barnea. Of the two buildings, the larger one (forty-nine by eighty-two feet) was a hostel with a sanctuary of two rooms at its entrance. The offerings found on the plastered benches and side repositories, along with the inscriptions (discussed above), indicate a diversity of religious expressions.

Domestic Cult Materials 

Domestic materials may be defined as “religious” on the basis of a typology of the same sorts of materials as those found elsewhere in the ancient Near East in cultic contexts. These include items such as female figurines, horse-and-rider figurines, other anthropomorphic and zoomorphic vessels, model furniture and chariot wheels, rattles, lamps, cup-and-saucer vessels, and limestone altars.46

There are dozens of terra-cotta offering stands from the twelfth to the seventh centuries BC, and forty or more limestone altars from the tenth to the sixth centuries in Israel and Judah. These items are not explicitly mentioned in the Bible, although both continue Bronze Age forms.47 Plain stands may be primarily associated with domestic contexts, rather than public cult centers. At Ai, the Jerusalem cave, and Hazor, a fenestrated stand is paired with a plain stand, which could indicate the worship of two deities.48

Both incense altars and female figurines in domestic shrines at Tel Masos, Tell el-Far‘ah North, Beersheba, and Tell Halif focus on women and, in the view of some, provide a cult to Asherah.49 Pritchard had identified some seven types of female figurines from Palestine, whereas M. Tadmor identified eight groups: ones with extended arms and sometimes holding objects, those holding their breasts, those standing with their arms along their sides, those lying with their arms along their sides, those with pierced ears or hands crossed in front of their breasts, those holding disks or tambourines, those either pregnant or holding a child, and those in the round including ones with a serpent.50

In Judah during the period between the fall of the northern kingdom (c. 722 BC) and the southern state’s own destruction by Babylon (586 BC), there was a dominance of the pillar-based female figurines (the second type listed by Tadmor—those holding their breasts). Some have suggested that the base may represent a tree, which is a symbol of the goddess Asherah.51 However, there are no distinctive marks to indicate any kind of flora, nor is there reason to suspect that this is anything other than a mass-produced method of standing the figurines upright. They also possessed large breasts and a head. The head was made from a separate mold, though a variation has the head as a crudely pinched piece of clay. Virtually unique to Judah, some 822 have been identified from the period of the monarchy within the traditional territory of the southern kingdom of Judah.52 Of these, 405 were found in Jerusalem.

[image: 9781441201126_0309_001]
Fig. 39. Pillar-based Judean female figurines (Courtesy of the Israel Antiquities Authority)

The clay mixture suggests a composition of Jerusalem clay.53 They were originally painted with white, black, and red colors. The eyes and hair received prominence. Zevit suggests that the figures represented multiple deities rather than Asherah alone. Perhaps they were related to goddesses seated on thrones, bearing children, offering divine milk, playing lyre and tambourine (or holding a sun disk), holding a dove, or those deities pictured with images of lions and serpents. At Tell en-Nasbeh all but one of the 120 figurine fragments found were broken, usually at the neck. This suggests an intentional fracture perhaps as a means of sending a message to those who would worship or otherwise identify with the figurine.54 Kitchen (2003, 418–19) argues that one cannot be sure about the identity of the figurines and that they may be nothing more than good luck charms. However, he does believe that the 350 found in Jerusalem Cave 1 are evidence of the cultic reforms of Josiah, which implies an image associated with a deity.55

The pillar-based figurines are connected with the priority and prestige that was given to motherhood, with the dangers that women faced in achieving this status, and also with the concern to nurse and successfully raise children.56 In Judean areas, they disappear after the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem, 586 BC. The mass production of this large a number, with nearly half found in the capital city of Jerusalem and with almost all of the remainder exclusive to the territory of Judah, points to a state-sponsored project. As Byrne (2004) notes, it is not at all necessary for such objects to be limited to cult sites in order for the state to sanction them. Religious objects that occur in domestic contexts, as well, may have been created and encouraged by the state. Nor is there anything in the features of the objects that can successfully distinguish between female deities and humans. Their resemblance to earlier figures and figurines, some of which were inscribed on gold or silver plaques, is undoubted. The same is true of female forms from neighboring and contemporary regions. However, this does not require an identical purpose for all such figurines whose use extended over a period of more than half a millennium. Furthermore, most of the other figurines display female genitalia, something that none of the Judean forms do, despite their prominent breasts. Byrne (2004) compares these forms to Aztec figurines that are understood as emphasizing the role of motherhood. It seems that these figurines served a similar purpose: to encourage or assist in the role of reproduction and motherhood. Thus the large breasts might suggest lactation after birth. The figurines provided a visible means of maintaining and enhancing a population that was threatened with destruction by Sennacherib’s campaign in 701 BC and by subsequent and ongoing pressure from the Assyrian (and later Babylonian) state in the seventh century BC. Others have argued that these figurines represent the goddess Asherah and provided women with access to a religion that was denied them in the official temple cult.57

These interpretations must be balanced by the discussion of the “Approaches to the Study of Religion” in chapter 2. One can compare similar religious figurines from the other side of the planet and from different times and cultures only with the greatest of caution. Because similar (to the observer) female figurines served a particular purpose among the Aztecs of the past centuries does not in itself demonstrate anything about how these figurines were used in ancient Judah. At most it provides one hypothesis that must be tested by all that can be known about the cultural context. The view that these figurines provided women in Iron Age Judah with religious access that was otherwise denied to them in the Jerusalem temple cult is an interpretation nowhere supported by any data from that time or by traditions (within or outside the Bible) extending back to that period. It is rather an interpretation imposed by a twenty-first-century Western academic perspective. Insofar as this is true, it recalls the review in chapter 2 of the attempts of liberation theology in Latin America to “free” women (and men) with a politically correct and academically “approved” agenda that ultimately failed. If sheer numbers are any indication, women found more “freedom” to be who they wished to be in the Pentecostal religious movements that have swept the continent of South America in the past decades. All this shows that ascribing to people values and motivations of our contemporary society and using those to define models for the interpretation of artifacts within expected systems of cultural behavior have not proven successful in cultures that we understand far better than those of ancient Israel and its neighbors.

Although it is impossible to say with certainty, the cheaper terra cotta forms, as well as the state sponsorship and mass production, suggest depictions of humans rather than goddesses. Both the dominance of Yahwistic personal names and the biblically attested reforms of Hezekiah and Josiah argue against divine images. However, the apparently intentional breaking of these images and the biblically attested polytheism of Manasseh argue in favor of these images as divine representations. Nevertheless, as noted in the section on seals below, the complete absence of any representation of a deity other than Yahweh in the iconography is a strong argument in favor of these images not being divine insofar as they were state-supported. In that case, any intentional destruction of them might be attributed to another cause, whether invasion from outside, some sort of popular uprising, or a change in government policy. It is possible that they had different meanings for different people, although the state sponsorship suggests a single official meaning. In terms of their purpose and function, the most likely conclusion is that the images served to promote the bearing of Judean children by Judean women at a time when both politics and economics dictated the importance of this value as expressed in texts such as Genesis 1:26–28 and 3:16.

Male figurines number only a few dozen from Judah. There are two main types, those riding and those wearing turbans. Stern (2001b, 28) suggests that the former signify warriors and the latter represent deities, perhaps Yahweh. See, however, below under “Iconography.”

Hazor may provide an interesting model of popular religious sympathies. It has the best stratigraphic sequence published for any site in Palestine in this period. Hazor contains a relatively low number of religious artifacts in domestic areas until c. 750 BC (Stratum V). The number jumps from 7.33 artifacts per stratum to 36 artifacts. Is this suggestive of a sudden increase in non-Yahwistic religion? Did it lead to the messages of the prophets Amos and Hosea?58 A similar increase in domestic cult objects appears in the south at Tell Beit Mirsim. It also occurs close to the end of the southern kingdom’s existence. There it is possible to calculate a figure of 45 percent of the domestic dwellings that had identifiable cult objects.59 These observations correlate with the results of a study of incense holders and limestone altars in private homes. The same increase in size and number occurs in Palestine in the seventh century BC. These appear first in the north and move south.60 Close to the end of both kingdoms there is an apparent increase in domestic cult activity, perhaps reflecting a movement toward the worship of a variety of deities in such cultic contexts.

Egyptian amulets in Israelite sites include those of the deities Isis, Horus, Sekhmet (or Bastet), Ptah, and the divine eye, Udjet. The use of such images declined in the seventh century BC.61 These data require us to see a dynamic picture of Israelite religions allowing for a variety of different and even contradictory expressions of piety within Yahwism. Significant local variations, as well as the worship and adoration of other gods and goddesses, suggest that the line between the worship of Yahweh and that of other deities was not always so sharply drawn.

Summary 

Local shrines existed in the North and South during the United Monarchy. Dan was the major Israelite sanctuary of the Divided Monarchy that has been excavated. It remained different from the sanctuary at Arad, which was Judean.62 Both sanctuaries have a central location in their cities and have a direct access approach. Both have monumental altars for burnt offerings that were not found in shrines.63 Both include sacrificial ritual, the eating of ritual meals, and aniconic features. Hol-laday and Zevit affirm centralized control for the sanctuaries at Dan and Arad, as well as Hazor, Lachish, and Megiddo.64 However, the northern sites (Dan, Hazor, and Megiddo) have differences of form.

“Nonconformist” and domestic clusters are different in their emphasis on iconographic images. Cultic areas have many lamps and vessels for food preparation, eating, and drinking. So many large vessels require an explanation other than as food offerings. The presence of double altars, [image: s58], and other cultic items suggests that two deities were worshiped at Hazor XI (tenth century BC), Lachish cult room 49 (end of tenth century),65 Megiddo cult corner 2081 (end of the tenth century), Arad XI (ninth century), and Dan cult room 2831 (eighth century). Kun-tillet [image: s1], Jerusalem Cave 1, and all these sites except Dan, exhibit evidence of the veneration or worship of two deities, perhaps Yahweh and Asherah.66

 Hierarchical state religion was aniconic, shrine-centered and sanctuary-centered worship. Indeed, much of the evidence (Megiddo Locus 2081, Building 10, and Lachish Level V Building 49) suggests the United Monarchy was more aniconic than later periods. What about the Solomonic temple? Perhaps the ivory pomegranate is “a straw in the wind,” providing the only possible archaeological evidence of this “house of God,” and one that has now been challenged.

According to Holladay (1987, 281–82), nonconformist and domestic cults were physically removed from the official shrines and sanctuaries,

probably best explained as popular phenomena, probably dependent upon traditions of folk religion stretching back into the Bronze ages, but revitalized by foreign contacts—particularly with Phoenicia (e.g., Kuntillet [image: s1])—during the great age of mercantile activity which immediately preceded, and probably occasioned, the Assyrian and Babylonian takeovers of the two kingdoms.

Dever catalogs the elements of this popular religion: [image: s73]or “high places” and other shrines, images, [image: s137] including sacred trees, Asherah, rites for birth and children, pilgrimages, planting and harvest festivals, [image: s56]or banquets, libation and other rites for the dead, cakes for the Queen of Heaven, wailing for Tammuz, solar and astral worship, divination and sorcery, and perhaps child sacrifice.67 He suggests that this domestic religion was uniquely the provenance of women who were excluded from the official cult.

During the twelfth and eleventh centuries BC (Iron I), village shrines and pilgrimage sites suggest simplicity of worship. The wealth located in the Shiloh cultic storage rooms was unusual and implied a specialized religious group there. The “high places” or [image: s73]occur but their main development begins in the tenth century, the period of the United Monarchy, when they are located at key centers. They are archaeologically attested at Megiddo, Taanach, and Lachish. Alpert-Nakhai connects this with the development of priestly power. She observes the ongoing role of smaller local cult centers as well (Tel Rehov and Tel Qasile). During the later Divided Monarchy (eighth to sixth centuries BC) the “high places” continued as state-sponsored religious centers, while cult centers appeared at village sites, along trade routes, and in alternative nonconformist contexts.68

Iconography 

We have already seen examples of iconography in the anthropomorphic and zoomorphic figurines associated with cult sites and found in domestic environments. We have also looked at the female figurines, especially those that are pillar-based. I shall consider here seals, ivories, some of the drawings from Kuntillet [image: s1], the Taanach cult stand with four decorative panels, additional cult stands, stone bowls, and the Pozo Moro funerary monument.

Seals 

A seal contains the personal name or some pictorial or schematic design that represented the bearer of the seal. We find many seals in ancient Israel and throughout the ancient Near East. Seals from ancient Israel date from as early as the end of the ninth century BC and increase in number through the eighth and seventh centuries BC. Most of the seals are created in the shape of round stamps rather than the more common Syrian and Mesopotamian cylinders. They form important sources for onomastic studies, since many seals with writing contain at least one personal name and sometimes a patronym. However, the artistic carvings that appear on them provide less information later in the monarchy. This is because they tend to appear on the earlier seals and to disappear on the later ones.69 Many of the Hebrew seals have no artistic forms on them. The occurrence of seals with only inscriptions and without ornamentation is virtually unknown elsewhere. It provides further evidence of a more literate population.70

The decorations on seals include natural objects, animals, and trees, as well as the occasional human figure. The griffin is a popular figure. Egyptian influence appears in many ornamented seals. Theriomorphic deities, especially the protective ones, resemble artistic forms in other ancient Near Eastern cultures.71 However, the significance of their presence in Israel remains small. They do not appear on most of the seals. This symbolism changes from one culture to another and from one age to another. Thus the absence of explicit identification and contemporary elaboration of the myths or meanings behind these forms render any analysis speculative.

[image: 9781441201126_0315_001]
Fig. 40. The Jezebel seal (Courtesy of the Israel Antiquities Authority)

Keel and Uehlinger (1998, 133–75) observe that the tenth century BC saw the gradual disappearance of anthropomorphic representations of deities. This was both an Egyptian trait and a reflection of influence from the north, where deities were represented with their symbols. As was true earlier, the tree and lion are symbols of a goddess, whether of Asherah or Astarte is no longer clear. One recurring theme, known as the “Lord of the Ostriches,” may point to a representation of Yahweh as God of the steppe and as an aggressive deity. Increasingly, female worshipers appear with tambourines. In the Bible, the description of the Solomonic temple, while sharing features with Phoenician forms, is unusual in that the bulls are given no prominent role. This is different elsewhere where they are images of the chief male deity. Instead, at the Jerusalem temple they appear as beasts of burden, bearing the bronze washing pool (2 Kings 16:17). There is no evidence that Yahweh regularly shared the temple with a female consort.

Iron Age IIB (c. 925–c. 722 BC) finds Judah with only a few pictorial representations, symbols of royalty adapted from Egypt as well as some local motifs. The northern kingdom adapted and contributed to the flourishing Phoenician artistic and religious traditions. The themes of “Lord of the Ostriches” and also “Lord of the Caprids” are found there. Neutral animals are used, deer in Israel and does in Judah (cf. Ps. 42:1 [Heb. 2]). Keel and Uehlinger suggest that these may represent the worshipers. The lion and the sun occur as images of power and strength. The roaring lion appears in Judah.72 A few bull pictures can be found in Samaria but these and the cult of Jeroboam at Dan and Bethel are thought to be holdovers of an older tradition. A youthful figure with four wings is found at Hazor, Gezer, and elsewhere, but not in Judah proper at this time. Is this the storm god Baal? The solar disk and the lotus, associated with the sun god as symbols of regeneration, become popular Northern Kingdom images. Except along the Philistine coastal areas, there is an absence of nude female plaques. There is an almost total absence of anthropomorphic images showing a female deity, but pillar-based figurines of females begin to appear and to rise in prominence.73

 In Iron Age IIC (c. 722–586 BC), centers of power in Palestine become foci for Assyrian cultural and religious influence. Ishtar is represented anthropomorphically on Palestinian stamp seals. The solar disk and solar themes are replaced by the lunar disk and the crescent moon, symbols of the moon god. Two trees flank symbols of a deity and represent the entrance to the deity’s shrine. Thus the lampstand between the two trees of Zechariah 4:11 also represents a deity, Yahweh. In addition to the moon, the stars and the astral cults played a significant role. There also appear hundreds of pillar-based female figurines. They occur in homes and tombs, perhaps reflecting the family piety that was accorded to the plaque images of the Late Bronze Age and Iron Age I.74 In the coastal regions, but not Judah, the nude goddess continues. She is identified with Astarte by Keel and Uehlinger. The clothed goddess is Asherah. They identify the Queen of Heaven, in Jeremiah 7 and 44, as Yahweh’s Asherah. Some 450 small statues of a horse and a male rider occur. Although the disk on some of the horses can be interpreted as other than a solar disk, its correlation with 2 Kings 23:11 remains attractive.75 The horse-and-rider statues, which can appear in groups, may be connected with the host of heaven and with guardian spirits or angels. The 211 seal motifs found in the Burnt Archive in Jerusalem include only two with solar motifs, indicating the diminution of the influence of solar imagery (and Egyptian influence). The solar symbolism of the numerous rosettes in Judah may refer directly to symbols of Yahweh. Otherwise, seals from Judah lack images in Iron Age IIC. The omega-shaped (“barbie” style or Hathor style) headrests of the tombs may reflect a symbol of the earth as a womb. These forms appear in second-millennium BC Palestine as well. Thus this period saw an end to Egyptian influence, an increasingly Assyrian influence, and some evidence of the aniconic reforms such as the Bible credits to Josiah.76

Keel and Uehlinger note that no deities other than Yahweh had significance in the iconography of the latter part of the monarchy, as well as in the century after the fall of Jerusalem. This is in contrast to Edom, for example, where there was a goddess portrayed alongside the chief deity, Qaus. In Judah images disappear from seals.77
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Fig. 41. Ivory sphinx (Courtesy of the Israel Antiquities Authority)

Ivories 

Ivories are present throughout the period of ancient Israel’s history. Archaeologists discovered a cache of ivories at Megiddo, dating from the Iron Age I. More relevant to this study is the discovery of ivories at Samaria. Archaeologists discovered five hundred fragments dating to the ninth or eighth centuries BC.78 Unfortunately, they are badly broken and only partially published. Even so, the ivories do contain representations of lions, bulls, and sphinx. Egyptian motifs include images of several Egyptian deities such as Horus, Ra, Isis, and Osiris. Isis may appear in the form of her symbol, a tree. Phoenician styles include the common one of a woman appearing over a balcony and peering through a window. Their owners brought many of these ivories from outside Samaria. However, unfinished ivories also suggest the presence of artisans in Samaria. Only wealthy citizens could afford carved ivories. Thus, foreign religion and culture influenced the aristocratic class of Samaria.

[image: 9781441201126_0318_001]
Fig. 42. Sphinx at pyramids in Egypt (Courtesy of Richard S. Hess)

One of the most common figures found on ivories and cult stands (see “Taanach Cult Stand” below) was the sphinx. This figure is a composite of a human face, lion’s front quarters, bull’s hindquarters, and eagle’s wings. A similar combination of features is described in Ezekiel’s vision of God’s throne (Ezek. 1:10). This figure may be identified with the cherubim who flanked the ark of the covenant in the tabernacle and in the Jerusalem temple.79 As symbols of the attributes of these creatures, that is, human wisdom and animal power and speed, Elie Borowski (1995) suggests that the cherub symbolizes God’s omniscience and omnipotence. Ornan (1995) notes the widespread presence of these figures throughout the first millennium BC in positions that flank and protect deities.

Kuntillet ‘Ajrud Drawings 

The presence of drawings at this desert site,80 especially those that appear near inscriptions referring to Yahweh and Asherah, have generated much discussion. The figures occur on a collection of sherds from a large storage jar. There are three figures. Two on the left (from the viewer’s perspective) are standing. They have bovine faces and feet, and are adorned with feathered headdresses. They stand with their arms behind their backs and are so linked to each other. Dots decorate the upper parts of their bodies. They suggest some form of apparel. The lower parts of their bodies do not have this decoration, suggesting possible nakedness. The projection between the legs of each figure may be a phallus or a tail. The third figure to the right sits and plays a lyre. The “dotted apparel” stretches the full length of the body. It also describes the hair. The figure faces to the right towards the lyre, unlike the two standing figures who face toward the front.

[image: 9781441201126_0319_002]
Fig. 43. Kuntillet [image: s1] drawings

Can these figures be identified? Do they have any relationship to the inscription that occurs with them? Some have tied the identification of the figures to the inscription. In that case, either the two standing figures appear as representations of Yahweh and Asherah, or the lyre player represents Asherah. Arguments for these interpretations include: bull calf imagery of Yahweh in the Bible, formal similarities of the lyre player to figures elsewhere identified as Asherah, and the etymology of Asherah as one who follows her male consort (introducing a three- dimensional perspective into the drawing).81 However, none of these arguments can overturn the careful analysis of art historian Pirhiya Beck, who concludes that the two standing figures are both representations of Bes, the Egyptian dwarf deity who appears throughout the eastern Mediterranean in various forms.82 The facial appearance, the nudity, the headdress, and even the accompanying lyre player are understandable on this interpretation. The artistic form is Phoenician. Then the lyre player cannot be a deity of superior rank because this musician would occupy an inferior role playing for the Bes figures.83 Zevit (2001, 387–89, 392) argues that the Bes figures are symbols of deity that can apply to any god or goddess. In this case he suggests that the larger one signifies Yahweh without actually portraying him. Zevit identifies Asherah as the lyre player, pointing to such a portrayal of her in Ugaritic mythology.84 However, Kitchen (2003, 415) correctly notes that Yahweh and Bes have nothing in common.

The unparalleled appearance of these types of Bes figures with Yahweh and Asherah creates doubt that there was an intentional association with the figures and the accompanying writing. Instead, it represents one more example of figures and writing found on the plastered walls and sherds throughout the caravansary. This interpretation of the figures and their lack of association with the inscription is much more understandable given the noncultic nature of the structure in which they occur. If this was a cult center of some sort, arguments relating the art and inscriptions to a single ideology or theology would be more persuasive. A priestly leadership would have directed the cult and probably represented an official or state religion, or at least a coherent religious perspective. However, an interpretation of the site as noncultic allows the iconography and the inscriptions to represent random expressions of popular piety, emanating from different times and different ethnic groups. Any such manifestation of religious belief could have passed through the site.85 It is possible that this may have been true, at least for a short period.

On Kuntillet [image: s1] pithos A, two ibexes flank and face a stylized tree. As noted in chapter 5, under “Iconography and Bronze Age Religion in Southern Canaan,” ibexes and trees are also found on the thirteenth-century BC Lachish ewer along with the inscription, “An offering to my lady, Elat (’lt).” Elat means “goddess” and may refer to Asherah. Joan Taylor (1995) identifies this pictorial form with similar trees and goddesses from Phoenicia (Tanit) and Ras Shamra. She suggests that the Asherah of the Bible was a cut or pruned tree and sees a possible relationship with the later Jewish menorah.

[image: 9781441201126_0321_003]
Fig. 44. Taanach cult stand (Courtesy of the Israel Antiquities Authority)

Taanach Cult Stand 

While many pictorial objects suggest religion, few provide the wealth of images found in one of the Taanach cult stands, included among the finds that are associated with the cult center there. Dated to the tenth century BC, this object provides a fascinating glimpse into something of the mythology or ideology that informed the (presumably) official cult in this city. On one of the four sides of the stand there are a series of four panels, each portraying a different scene. I will number the panels from bottom (panel 1) to top (panel 4). Panels 1 and 3 are both flanked by carvings of two lions facing the viewer. On panel 1 there is the portrait of a nude female with each arm raised toward the ear of one of the lions. Two identical creatures with four legs flank panel 2. They face the viewer. These creatures have human faces, however, and their bodies, which continue along the molding of the two sides of the stand, exhibit wings. They are best identified as sphinxes or griffins. Between them is an empty space void of any molding. This space shows no sign of ever having contained anything that might have broken and fallen off. The molding around the empty space is smooth and intact. Panel 3, flanked by lions, has at its center a tree. Two identical animals flank either side of the tree, each facing the tree and standing on its back legs. The animals are ibex or goats (cf. Lev. 17:7). Panel 4, at the top of this side of the stand, portrays a quadruped, drawn more simply than any of the other living creatures portrayed on the four panels. The quadruped faces to the left. Over its body there hovers a disk with wavy lines extending out from either side of it. This is a winged sun disk. Voluted columns flank this animal.

Difficulties exist with any interpretation of pictorial symbols such as those described here. Scholars who have studied the first and third panels and compared the scenes with other parallels in iconography and in West Semitic texts, have tended to agree that both the woman and the tree represent the same deity, Asherah.86 Kitchen (2003, 410) claimed that only in Egypt is a goddess identified with lions and that is Qadishtu or Qadishtu-Astarte-Anat. However, this is no longer true. There is Ugaritic textual evidence explicitly associating Astarte with a lionness.87 However, there may have been less separation between Asherah and Astarte in the Iron Age, so that a clear distinction between the two is not necessary or even possible. As noted in the previous section, the tree represents the tree of life, also called the Asherah, which appears in iconography at Kuntillet [image: s1] and perhaps also in a blessing there. This analysis of the iconography on the cult stand does not depend on the direct association of a goddess such as Asherah with lions. Rather, it assumes a connection with the tree surrounded by ibex figures. Nevertheless, Egyptian, Ugaritic, and Canaanite evidence now allow for an association of Astarte with lions and with the image found here. If Astarte and Asherah are interchangeable, then either goddess might be portrayed.

If the first and third panels represent Asherah or Astarte, what do the second and fourth represent? The fourth panel displays a quadruped surmounted by a sun disk. Scholars have been inclined to identify the animal as a calf, a natural enough deduction given the known association of the calf with Canaanite worship.88 Associations of this animal with Baal have led Hestrin to identify the fourth panel as a representation of Baal.89 However, J. Glen Taylor suggests that the animal portrayed in this panel is an equid. He recounts how he arranged for two animal biologists to study this image and how they came to this conclusion.90 He also identifies this image with the reference in 2 Kings 23:11 to the horses dedicated to the sun. The Judean king Josiah destroyed them. Thus the sun disk, the equid, and the columns (representing the temple) all fit together as a Canaanite religious expression. The winged sun disk is a common motif in iconography throughout the ancient Near East.91 Its possible association with horses also appears in figurines found in Palestine, including at Megiddo and at Jerusalem (Cave 1).92

 Panel 2 represents two sphinxes on either side of an empty space. The lack of an indication of anything broken off the molding around that space is clear to anyone who cares to inspect the stand. J. Glen Taylor has proposed that the two sphinxes are cherubs and that this is a representation of the aniconic deity, Yahweh. King and Stager (2001, 344) argue that the cherubim themselves represent Yahweh. However, this is not clear from any biblical text or any extrabiblical text. What is clear is that no other Canaanite deity possesses an aniconic tradition. If panels 1 and 3 represent Asherah or Astarte, then panels 2 and 4 also represent the same deity. If panel 2 is a (non)representation of Yahweh, then we should expect the same of panel 4, whether it is an equid or a bovine. This Canaanite representation of Yahweh may suggest an aspect of the portrayal unique to the Northern Kingdom. If it is a bovine and the stand does date to the tenth century BC, it could suggest the portrayal of Yahweh that Jeroboam I intended. He erected images of calves at the cult centers of Dan and Bethel. If it is an equid, 2 Kings 23:11 suggests the relationship with Yahweh. The inscription at Kuntillet [image: s1] has made an association of Yahweh with Asherah. The arguments of symmetry in the presentations, of the aniconic nature of panel 2, and of the evidence from Kuntillet [image: s1] all point to an association of both panels 2 and 4 with Yahweh.93

 The alternating pattern created by the four panels on the stand reminds one of the A-B-A’-B’ parallelism found in Canaanite and biblical literature.94 Scholars have noted the use of biblical parallelism for the purpose of emphasis.95 The same sort of emphasis of these two deities may be taking place on this cult stand, and may reflect both their association and prominence among inhabitants of Taanach in the tenth century.

Additional Cult Stands 

Archaeologists discovered another cult stand at Taanach.96 Hadley has identified alternating rows of lions and sphinxes, although earlier scholars found only lions. This suggests deities similar to those found on the first stand mentioned above. There is also a tree flanked by ibexes and architectural features on the top tier. Although more poorly made, the motifs resemble those of the first cult stand (see p. 321). The lions and the tree may suggest that this stand also depicted Asherah or Astarte.97

 Two cult stands were found in what is probably a tenth-century BC context at Pella in the Jordan Valley. The excavators, J. B. Hennessy, A. W. McNicoll, and T. F. Potts, have published photographs of the stands.98 Both stands are similar in their general shape to the Taanach cult stand and others found elsewhere, which are “square” in shape and constructed with clay panels. One stand has an incised tree design on each of its preserved panels. It has horns on each of the four corners on the top, though no evidence of the burning of incense or anything else. Although poorly preserved, the second cult stand reveals two figurines on one of the lower panels. They are nude females. One figure with its head preserved has a Hathor-style headdress. The other figurine’s stand, in the shape of an animal’s (perhaps a lion’s) head, is preserved. The lion’s head and the Hathor-style headdress lead Hadley to identify the nude figurines with Asherah. No horns appear on the top of this second stand but at least one corner had attached a human, perhaps female, head looking inward toward the top tray, perhaps used for sacrifices.

If these two cult stands describe a single theme, the one could have depicted the tree symbol of Asherah or Astarte while the other could have emphasized Asherah or Astarte in female form. Pella in the tenth century may not have been an Israelite city but this is not certain. In any case, it had a Canaanite legacy. The two cult stands seem to portray Asherah in the same way as the Taanach cult stands. Note also the horns on the cult stand. If these are not Israelite stands, then perhaps the Israelites borrowed this feature. Pella contains the earliest archaeological evidence for these horns. This suggests a non-Israelite origin.

Cult stands from Megiddo portray the shape of buildings with windows but no doors. Compare Baal’s house where death entered through windows but not doors.99 The picture is one in which the deities enter through windows, not doors, while the temple functionaries use the doors.100 A tenth-century BC ditch ( favissa) near biblical Jabneh (Tel Yavné) yielded more than sixty ceramic “crates,” described as “mostly parts of cult stands.”101 The ceramic finds were accidentally unearthed by a bulldozer and include many varieties of creatures and human figures decorating the “ceramic crates,” some of which could have been house shrines. The site and the region was Philistine in the tenth century and so this interesting and important find describes artistic and cultural forms among one of Israel’s neighbors.

Stone Bowls 

Archaeologists have found more than a hundred bowls made of steatite and of other materials throughout the Near East. The majority occur in Syria-Palestine.102 Appearing between the ninth and seventh centuries BC, these bowls exhibit incised designs of palm trees and human heads, as well as lions’ heads and paws. Cultic connections and the images of lions and trees have led Ruth Hestrin to relate them to Asherah. She connects the hands with those of the pillar figurines. There the female figures hold their breasts “offering nourishment and life.” Again, the connection with Asherah is made. However, it could as easily be argued that the goddess represented here is Astarte. Indeed, as noted in chapter 4, this is to date the only West Semitic goddess that has explicit textual association with a lion.103 As with the iconography on the Taanach cult stand, the distinction between Asherah and Astarte may have been blurred.

Pozo Moro Funerary Monument 

In southeastern Spain a funerary monument was discovered. It was dated c. 400 BC and provides interesting evidence for the discussion of human sacrifice. Kempinski (1995) summarized the structure of this monument and its clear Punic and Phoenician heritage. One of the two sculpted carvings that are preserved from the monument shows a picture of a seated monster about to swallow the contents of a bowl. In the bowl is what appears to be a human figure. In addition, attendants have placed meat and other food dishes on two offering tables before the seated figure. Kempinski identifies this figure with Mot and interprets this image as that of the deity of the underworld receiving human and animal sacrifice.104 Additional evidence for human sacrifice comes from the high place at Punic Carthage, which reveals thousands of infant burials in what appear to be sacrificial urns, similar to those used for sacrificed animals.105

 Did Israel practice human sacrifice? Some argue that Genesis 22, where God commands Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, and Micah 6:6–8, where the prophet builds up to a crescendo of human sacrifice as opposed to the more desirable spiritual values, suggest that the Israelites did.106 While the people may indeed have sacrificed to Molech, there is no evidence from the biblical text that it was ever approved in the Yahwism of Moses or the prophets. Genesis 22 explicitly forbids the sacrifice of Isaac and offers a substitute animal. Indeed, the chapter is introduced with a warning that this was a test rather than God’s will that somehow changes by the end of the chapter.107 Micah 6 never states that God expects or requires human sacrifice. To the contrary, his requirements are stated explicitly in that section but human sacrifice is not one of them.108

Burials and Funerary Cults 

Archaeology 

Tombs from the period of the monarchy have been discovered throughout Palestine. They are common in Jerusalem, with concentrations east of the City of David in the modern village of Silwan and north of the Old City of Jerusalem. The latter includes the site of Gordon’s Calvary. Like the adjacent tombs at St. Stephen’s Church, the tomb of Gordon’s Calvary (and those of Silwan) are characteristically marked by benches, on which the body was placed, and by the distinctive Hathor or “barbie” style headrests. Josephus identified the tombs north of the city as belonging to the later kings of Judah. Those from Silwan are probably from the eighth and seventh centuries BC.109 Two possible tombs in the City of David itself have been identified as those of David and Solomon, but nothing remains. The bench tomb form is the predominant style of tomb throughout the Iron Age Judean highlands. However, those in the lowlands and the area of the northern kingdom are simple or cist graves, insofar as they can be found. This has led Bloch-Smith (1992b) to distinguish between Israelite (highland) and Canaanite (lowland) burials.

Recent Scholarship 

Several studies have appeared that discuss the presence of a funerary cult in the Semitic world of the ancient Near East and especially among the West Semites.110 In general, burial was considered essential in ancient Israel. Ecclesiastes 6:3 compares a stillborn child favorably to an unburied man, and Deuteronomy 21:22–23 commands that even an executed criminal should be buried the same day. Cremation was not practiced in ancient Israel.111

 Bloch-Smith’s examination of the 850 excavated and published Late Bronze and Iron Age burials in the southern Levant has led her to conclude that every one of these burials provides evidence of feeding the dead.112 When she adds this evidence to that already collected for Samaria E 207,113 she concludes that some form of veneration of the dead existed throughout ancient Israel, similar to the evidence that is found among Israel’s neighbors. This emphasizes the importance of family religious practices and their identity in contrast to or as a complement of the state cult.114 Family tombs in the Bible and in the archaeological record witness to the ownership of the land by the family, both living and deceased, forever. The archaeological evidence suggests that, despite reforms mentioned during the reigns of Hezekiah and Josiah, there was no change in the popular view of treatment of the dead.115

 Smith has noted that the practices of feeding, consulting, and mourning the dead were known at Ugarit and continued in Israel.116 Lewis (1989, 120–22) proposes that the command to take care of [image: s138] Jezebel’s body (2 Kings 9:34–37) involves the fulfillment of appropriate funerary rites. However, Johnston (2002, 193) finds no other evidence for such a use of this Hebrew expression. Necromancy alone may have been criticized before 750 BC (1 Sam. 28:3; cf. Isa. 8:16–20 [vv. 20b–22 are secondary but continue the criticism]; 29:4; Lev. 19:26; Deut. 18:9–22; Ps. 106:28; all of which may be later including the Samuel gloss, according to Smith). Even so, Manasseh permitted necromancy (2 Kings 21:6).

However, Johnston (1994) has denied this as a valid interpretation of the archaeological evidence. He claims that there is no evidence for “continued sustenance of the dead” from the archaeological or bibli-assume cal records. He follows Cooley (1983, 52) who writes concerning Late Bronze Age tombs that food and drink were provided for the journey to the underworld and that this journey was assumed to have been completed when only the bones remained. These were removed into an ossuary. Johnston (2002, 62) applies this interpretation to the Judean tombs. In fact, he notes that most of the burial sites that have been discussed, where they possessed vessels with food remains, lie outside the central highlands, for example, those at Beth Shemesh and Lachish. The population in these sites was mixed at best, and hardly 100 percent Judean. Even at the site of Aitun, no food has been recorded in the vessels. Therefore, it is not clear that any custom of feeding the dead was practiced in the Judean highlands.117 Given the diversity of evidence in religious expression, it is not possible to conclude that there was an absolute distinction in this practice and that no Israelites would have been involved in these food and drink rituals associated with the dead. Nevertheless, the archaeological evidence for widespread feeding of the dead in and around Jerusalem remains to be established.

B. Schmidt (1994) argues that no worship of the dead can be deduced from the evidence. Noting that the Navajo never adopted the ancestor cult of the Pueblo, Schmidt (1994, 274) sees an analogy suggesting that the similar cults in neighboring regions around Israel do not allow us to conclude anything about ancient Israel. Further, not all Judean tombs have evidence of eating. Khirbet Beit Lei has no grave goods. Nevertheless, Schmidt’s view of the absence of veneration of the dead for most of the monarchy is not without problems. Indeed, Lewis (2002, 190–99) has demonstrated that both in Egyptian letters to the dead and in Mesopotamian sources there was a clear concern to feed and take care of the dead for the services that they could render the living.118 The dead were fed not because they were weak and powerless but because they were honored as spirits who could affect for good or evil the lives of the living. Such spirits did not have power on the level of the high gods and goddesses of Canaan, but they represented the interests of the family to which the offerer belonged. The fact that some tombs did not possess the same sort of evidence for feeding the dead demonstrates again the diversity of this practice and that it was a family and personal activity, not a state-enforced one.

Summary for the Divided Monarchy 

Both the biblical and the extrabiblical evidence concur that Yahweh as a sole deity was present early in Iron Age II (cf. the Yahwistic dominance of theophoric elements in personal names), and that polytheism never died out, even at the end of the monarchy (cf. Ezek. 8). The following observations represent some of the major tendencies in popular Israelite religion during the monarchy.

Given the diversity of religious expression, what some have identified as popular and state religion in Judah and Israel existed on a continuum.119

At the one extreme was the prophetic religion of God (Yahweh) alone, superior to all Baals, covenantal, and requiring a personal and ethical as well as religious response from the people. Examples of this occur in the Old Testament prophets and historical books, in the personal names of all Judeans and most Israelites, in the Ketef Hinnom silver plaques, and perhaps in some of the worship at a cult center at Beer-sheba.120 Patrick Miller (2000, 48–51) lists six features of this religion: (1) exclusive worship of Yahweh; (2) dreams, the casting of lots within the sacred assembly, and prophetic revelation as the primary means of the divine revelation of God’s will; (3) sanctuary worship, initially distributed at a number of places, becoming restricted to the Jerusalem temple; (4) pilgrimage festivals to celebrate Yahweh’s past works of good and his present grace; (5) morality and especially social justice; and (6) religious leadership effected by priests and prophets. The priests, kings, and prophets led this worship. The priests sought God’s will (e.g., 1 Sam. 14:23–36), taught the people (Lev. 10:10–11), and performed sacrifices (Lev. 1–9; Deut. 33:8–11). The prophets received messages from God for the king (1 Sam. 10), proclaimed God’s justice and covenant (Amos), and announced God’s plans (1 Kings 22). The kings could officiate in cultic activities (2 Sam. 6) and lead in reforms (Hezekiah and Josiah). The power of the kings could be held in check by the critique of the prophets.121

 At the other extreme was the imported Baal cult from Tyre, that the Bible indicates had been brought to Israel by Jezebel and to Judah by Athaliah. This confessed Baal as god and allowed no room for Yahweh. Its larger context can be found in the Ugaritic texts, in Philo of Byblos, and in the Phoenician/Canaanite temples and personal names. Both of these extremes sought death for all who opposed them.

Between these two was the official cult of the northern kingdom (and sometimes the southern kingdom), epitomized by the cult center at Dan, the Taanach cult stand, and possibly cult centers such as at Megiddo. The official cult confessed Yahweh as a national deity who would guarantee the nation’s military security. Other nations could have their gods and the people could worship local Baals. These local deities were possibly manifestations of the one deity Baal rather than separate and unrelated deities.122 Also between the two extremes, and coincident with the national cult just described, was the popular religion found, as discussed above, in the inscriptions of Kuntillet [image: s1], in nonconformist cult centers with their materials for (funerary [image: s139]) banquets, in domestic cult figurines, in some Samarian personal names, and in Israelite place names containing “baal” where it is not clear whether “baal/lord” refers to Yahweh or to a god of the region.123 This saw the Baals as the local, fertility deities while Yahweh was a remote national deity.

The religious practices of this last point could be divided into two subgroups: those practices and objects that were questionable but did not formally acknowledge the existence of other deities, and those that did. Included in the former were heterodox cult objects such as [image: s58] , pillar and plaque figurines, high places, calf images erected by Jeroboam I, the Nehustan or bronze serpent, and the [image: s140] if they were cult objects of Yahweh. In addition, there were mediums used to consult with spirits of the dead (1 Sam. 28) and the cult of the dead itself, as well as the ephod of Judges 17–18. [image: s65] or ancestor figurines, [image: s56]meals associated with funerary rituals, and the various eating and drinking vessels in tombs round out the picture.124

Evidence for cults that clearly recognized the presence of other deities include Jezebel’s priests and the temple of Baal (2 Kings 10:18–27); the already-mentioned names compounded with Baal in the eighth-century BC Samaria ostraca (unless baal is understood as “lord” rather than a deity by that name); child sacrifice;125 the practices recorded in Ezekiel 8 just before the Babylonian destruction of the Jerusalem temple (a room with pictures of reptiles, mourning for Tammuz, and sun worship); and the worship of the Queen of Heaven (Ishtar?) at the same time.126

 The destruction of the Jerusalem temple, followed by the return and rebuilding, suggest a continuation of many aspects of Israelite culture. However, the Jews in the province of Yehud, who settled in and around Jerusalem, do not reveal the same degree of diversity in religious practices. Instead, their focus on the temple, on Torah, and on their own survival appears to lead to a general rejection of other cultic practices and cult objects. At the same time, in regions to the north and west of the area of Jerusalem, there continued a variety of cultic practices that did include figurines. The witness of the colony at Elephantine at the end of the fifth century may suggest a diversity of cultic activities among the Jews there or it may imply a variety of West Semitic groups in the region, including at least one who recognized the religious authority of the priesthood in Jerusalem.127

Excursus
___________________________
SACRED PROSTITUTION

In terms of deities, many scholars have understood the popular religious theology of Baal worship as follows: Baal served as the local manifestation of the male fertility deity. Baal was the lord of the rain and the thunderstorm. Asherah was the female deity. The rain provided fertility for the land.

Theologically, this envisioned the rain upon the soil as the male principle of Baal fructifying the “female” land and so rendering it fruitful. The sexual license found at the centers of Baal worship (the high places) attempted to reenact this process through something termed “cultic prostitution.” Through the principle of sympathetic magic these acts between local inhabitants and cult prostitutes provided fertility for the soil.128 John Day traces this view back to Frazer, whose emphasis on comparative practices led him to conclude the importance of fertility in the actions.129

 This view appeals to the theological mind. It has enjoyed great popularity. It lacks only one thing: evidence. It does not appear in any biblical or extrabiblical texts. To the contrary, the prophets do not debate theology. Rather, they condemn both the worship of the false gods and the licentious activities associated with that worship. The two acts resemble one another insofar as the Israelites observed a covenantal faith with Yahweh, a covenantal faith that carried the strength of a marriage commitment. Thus adultery on the human level became a metaphor for adultery on the national and divine level.

In the Bible there are groups, [image: s141] who seem to be prostitutes. Texts such as Genesis 38:15, 21–22; Hosea 4:14; and Deuteronomy 23:17–18 associate the terms for female prostitute [image: s142] with that of a sacred female functionary [image: s143].130 These make it clear that prostitutes functioned at the cult, even at the temple of Jerusalem. Does this support the theological interpretation as given above?

Van der Toorn (1989; 1992; 1994b, 93–110) has argued that it does not. On the associations of libertinism and Baal worship, van der Toorn writes, “Sexual excesses were part of the expected ritualised behaviour at festivals and belonged as such to the popular culture of the time. The same could be said of fraternity parties, New Year’s parties, and the like in our own secular religion” (1989, 203). He argues that the [image: s75]and the [image: s144] were generally nonpriestly employees of the temple (1989, 203–5). That they sometimes served as prostitutes seems to be the case but there is no evidence that this prostitution had any sacred character to it. It was simply a means of income for the religious cult. Thus the woman of Proverbs 7 who seduces the young man was not a professional prostitute but used this as a source of income to fulfill a vow made in the temple to Yahweh (v. 14).131 The woman was “strange” [image: s145] and “alien” [image: s146] , because her actions had cut her off spiritually from her family and household, through which alone the Israelite could lay claim to the inheritance that Yahweh had given to his people.132 The man, in joining her, also risked loosing himself from his family and its inheritance of the land (cf. Prov. 2:18–22, esp. v. 22), and thus God’s provision for his life.

Regarding this question, very little evidence exists in Palestine outside the Bible. However, the corresponding cultures in Mesopotamia offer plenty of data on this subject. Lambert (1992) identifies a variety of types of prostitution, from that which had no apparent association with any cult to all sorts of prostitutes associated with the cult. He observes that all prostitution was by definition sacral or sacramental because the sexual act was a natural force personified in the Mesopotamian goddess Inanna/ Ishtar.133 Some prostitutes had a distinctive dress and hairstyle. Lambert also notes that prostitution “was perhaps the only profession which allowed a woman to earn a good income outside the family.”134 Because cultic prostitution does not appear in the ancient Near Eastern law codes does not prove it did not exist. In the Neo-Assyrian tablets, from the time of the Israelite monarchy, male and female prostitutes are mentioned along with priestly figures who are all dedicated to Ishtar. Wilhelm (1990) refers to an Old Babylonian legal text that mentions prostitutes along with other temple offices. He studies the account of the Greek historian Herodotus that describes how all women in Babylonia participated in cultic prostitution at one point in their lives.135 He (as well as Lambert) notes that because this is a late source does not mean that it is incorrect. Wilhelm also publishes a text from Nuzi (fifteenth or fourteenth century BC) that describes how a certain woman was dedicated “to Ishtar” to work as a prostitute.136 Day (2004a) adds later Greco-Roman writers such as Lucian, Eusebius, and others who describe prostitution as taking place in temples throughout the Mediterranean world.

There are aspects of the description in Proverbs 7 that suggest Canaanite fertility religion.137 However, the explanation that this refers to prostitution for the purpose of repaying vows rests on an unnatural interpretation of 7:14, where the perfect verb is better rendered as “today I have paid my vows.”138

 The explanation that much of the prostitution that is described in the Bible is in the arena of general debauchery is attractive insofar as it provides a more “natural” understanding of the sexual activity. Perhaps the theological explanation grew popular in a generation of scholars for whom promiscuous sexual activity required a theological motivation. From the viewpoint of Western society in the present age it is no longer necessary to justify such actions or to dignify them with a theology. Perhaps we have come closer to the culture of the nation that the prophets of the Old Testament addressed. Even so, the absence of extant archaeological evidence from Palestine does not exclude the possibility of cultic prostitution there. Indeed, it seems likely that it took place, if, as other evidence suggests, there was such a practice existing in the ancient Near East and Mediterranean world before, during, and after the period of the biblical descriptions.

The biblical text suggests that Israel’s cult consistently provided means by which people who were too poor to afford more expensive items for sacrifice could use cheaper materials. This is explicitly mentioned with respect to offerings distinctive to women, such as those after childbirth (Lev. 12:6–8). If women were driven into prostitution to fulfill their vows, it may not have been the fault of the sacrificial system itself. Rather the whole system of sacred prostitution, however it is to be understood exactly, seems to reflect a distortion of what we know of the legal and cultic system.
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113 . Possibly also Jerusalem Cave 1, although Eshel and Prag (1995) dispute a cultic interpretation, but see Shanks (1996c). For these sites see pp. 297 and 307.

114 . Ackerman (1992) and Albertz (1992) follow scholars like Blum (1984) in assuming the radical distinction between popular or family religion and state cult. This distinction is challenged by Loretz (1992a and 1992b).

115 . Cf. Bloch-Smith (1992b, 224). However, Cooper and Goldstein (1993, 294) are not correct in their argument that stelae or [image: s71]were originally associated only with graves of venerated ancestors. This is clear from the archaeological evidence from the Negev where such stelae are found in contexts separate from burials. See p. 198.

116 . Cf. M. Smith (2003, 162–71), who finds criticisms to feeding and consulting the dead in Deut. 26:14 and Isa. 8:19. See Pitard (2002, 151–55) and earlier work cited there.

117 . Cf. Johnston (2002, 57–65). See also Scurlock (1997), who reviews the Mesopotamian idea that feeding the dead kept them at peace, while failing to take care of them brought out their wrath in plagues among the living. Scurlock suggests that this belief, which has parallels in other Asian and European cultures, could also have been prevalent in Israel.

118 . However, see Johnston (2005) for a critical evaluation of the differences between Egyptian and West Semitic views of the afterlife.

119 . Berlinerblau (1993, 18), following the tendency to find biblical perspectives on Israelite religion to be so ideologically loaded as to be useless for a reconstruction of Iron Age Palestinian religion, defines “popular religion” as “any association of individuals living within the borders of ancient Israel who by dint of their religious beliefs, political beliefs, rituals, symbols, and so on, are denigrated by the authors of the Old Testament.” This definition is not acceptable because it assumes that the religion of the Old Testament formed no part of the religious faith of Iron Age inhabitants of Palestine. Such a negative evaluation is without substance as I have sought to demonstrate by examining especially the extrabiblical evidence. Cf. also Hess (1992c).

120 . At the Arad sanctuary, the presence of two incense altars and two standing stones suggests the worship of more than one deity in the eighth century. If so, then the actual dismantling of this sanctuary at the end of the eighth century may itself provide evidence of a centralization of worship and a rejection of the recognition of multiple deities. See Herzog (1997; 2002); Dever (2005, 170–75).

121 . See P. Miller (2000, 162–97).

122 . Day (2000, 68) notes a similar phenomenon at Ugarit where in the pantheon list (KTU 1.47.5–11) the name Baal is repeated seven times, suggesting that Baal could appear in various manifestations. In the Old Testament these manifestations are defined according to particular geographic locations.

123 . Cf. Dearman (1993).

124 . Cf. P. Miller (2000, 51–56).

125 . As already noted, this can be found in the frieze of the besieged city of Ashkelon on the Merneptah panels at Karnak where larger people hold smaller people over the walls; in Moab in 2 Kings 3:27; among the Avvites in 2 Kings 17:31; in Israel in 2 Kings 16:3; 21:6; 23:10; and in the Psalms (106:37–38) and the prophets (Isa. 57:5; Jer. 19:5; 32:35). See Day (2000, 209–16).

126 . See Jer. 7:18; 44:15–30; P. Miller (2000, 57–61). However, Thompson (1992, 412–13) denies that Yahweh was worshiped in Jerusalem before the Persian period. This worship originated in Samaria and came to Jerusalem when the Samarian citizens migrated to Jerusalem. These immigrants bore no relationship to the earlier population of Jerusalem and Judea in the time of the Assyrians. This view fails to take into account the abundance of preexilic inscriptions from outside the Bible, e.g., the many Yahwistic personal names (and that no other deity occurs in late Judean personal names), the Yahwistic blessings on the Arad and Lachish ostraca, the Ketef Hinnom amulet, and the Khirbet el-Qom inscription.

127 . See further on p. 341.

128 . For a useful summary of this view, see Winward (1976, 49–52).

129 . Cf. Day (2004a, 16). See chapter 2, p. 28.

130 . See Day (2004a, 3–11), who cites these texts and answers a variety of attempts to disconnect the two terms by separating the texts into original sources or raising questions about the degree to which they reflect reality in ancient Israel.

131 . Cf. also Goodfriend (1992). Garrett (1990) argues that the “brazen face” of v. 13b means that the woman is lying to ease the young man’s conscience.

132 . Cf. C. J. H. Wright (1990, 92–97).

133 . For the identification of this goddess with West Semitic Astarte and the Queen of Heaven of Ezek. 8, see Ackerman (1992).

134 . Cf. Lambert (1992, 135). The small amount of evidence for male prostitution in the ancient Near East suggests that it was rare. Homosexuality does not receive a mention in the laws of Hammurabi but its activity (only male) brings the severest of penalties in the Middle Assyrian Laws. Biblical scholars have identified the “dog” of Deut. 23:18 with male prostitutes. However, Stager (1991b) suggests that the dogs were real dogs at the sanctuary and not prostitutes. This is due to (1) the role of dogs in Greek myths, (2) Greek healing practices associating dogs and snakes in the Asclepian sanctuary at Epidaurus, (3) “dogs” among the temple personnel in the fifth-century BC Cypriote plaque, (4) the association of dogs and healing cults in Mesopotamia, and (5) the need to explain seven hundred dog burials discovered at fifth-century BC Ashkelon within the city. However, if one accepts the existence of female prostitutes there is no reason to deny that the corresponding masculine term “holy, dedicated one” [image: s158] might refer to male prostitutes in passages such as 1 Kings 15:12 and 2 Kings 23:7. See Day (2004a, 11–12, 17).

135 . Cf. Wilhelm (1990).

136 . Ibid., 517.

137 . E.g., v. 26, cf. Garrett (1990, 682).

138 . Cf. Day (2004a, 7–8).
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 Exilic and Postexilic Religion

• Historical and Cultural Aspects 

• Theological Directions 

Historical and Cultural Aspects 

Although the purpose of this book has been to trace the religious practices of ancient Israel until the end of the monarchy, it is important to gain some sense of the direction that it took in the period after the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem. Therefore this brief examination provides some reflections on the history and religion of the late sixth and early fifth centuries BC, through the period traditionally ascribed to Ezra and Nehemiah.1

 The exilic period occurs during the time when the Neo-Babylonian Empire occupied the formerly independent state of Judah, from 586 to 539 BC. There is debate regarding the degree of habitation in and around Jerusalem at this time.2 Part of the problem has to do with the lack of archaeological evidence in the land for the remainder of the sixth century BC. Nor is there a great deal of religious evidence. Nevertheless, the biblical tradition (2 Kings 25:22–25; Jer. 40–41) is that Gedaliah was governor for a period of time, with his seat north of Jerusalem at Mizpeh, modern Tell en-Nasbeh in Benjaminite territory. This region seems to have been undisturbed by the Babylonian invasion. There may have been the continuation of some sort of cultic activity at Bethel.3

 In Babylon itself, there is not a great deal of clarity regarding relevant material from this short period. There is little in the way of annals for the latter part of Nebuchadnezzar II’s reign or that of his successors. The religion of Judah and of Jews in Babylon is thus understood in terms of the biblical materials and of later reflections from the extrabiblical evidence of the Persian period.

The postexilic period is the period of the Persian Empire. The sources for this period and the Persian Empire in general include the Bible, Herodotus, other Greek historians, Persian and Babylonian Chronicles and other texts, and the archaeology. Although the Persian period traditionally extends from 539 BC until the conquest by Alexander the Great in 330 BC, this study will limit its focus to the first part of this period, ending with the Jerusalem visits of Ezra and Nehemiah in the mid-fifth century BC.

Cyrus seized the Median capital Ecbatana in 550 BC and conquered Lydia in a winter campaign of 547 and 546 BC. A general, Gobryas, entered Babylon in October 539 without resistance. Babylon welcomed Cyrus, who appeared a few weeks later, as a liberator. Babylon and the cities of the empire were preserved intact. The various gods that Nebu-chadnezzar had collected in Babylon were returned to their cities and ancient rituals were restored. Cyrus “took the hand of Marduk” and thus became legitimate ruler of Babylon. This involved a ceremony enacted between Cyrus and the chief deity of Babylon, Marduk. His son Cambyses was installed as regent. In 538 BC Cyrus issued a royal proclamation allowing the Jews to return to Palestine and to rebuild the temple (Ezra 6:2–12). The contemporary Cyrus Cylinder records the return of the gods of many lands by Cyrus, and it requests their prayers on behalf of him and his son Cambyses. Cyrus was remembered as one who imposed a lighter yoke of taxation in comparison with his successors such as Darius I.4 Certainty is not available regarding his commitment to Zoroastrianism, in contrast to Darius, Xerxes, and their successors.

Sheshbazzar was possibly the son of Jehoiachin and identified with the Shenazzar of 1 Chron. 3:18, had the Babylonian name Sin-ab-u.ur. He led the returnees who likely restored some sort of cult. Zerubbabel, possibly the nephew or brother of Sheshbazzar, succeeded him as governor of Palestine. Exiles continued to return (Hag. 1:3–11; 2:15–17). Bright (1981) stresses the increasing depression and subsequent syncretism that was felt by the returnees as the temple work did not progress beyond the foundations. The community felt a need for separation and holiness (Isa. 65:8–16; 66:15–17). The Persian appointment of Zerubbabel (and possibly also Sheshbazzar) indicates that the Persian government respected the Judean tradition of leadership in a “son of David.”5

 According to Herodotus, Cambyses, the successor to Cyrus and conqueror of Egypt, took his own life when he learned of a rival claimant to the throne who was impersonating his deceased brother. This occurred in 522 BC and ushered in a time of uncertainty regarding the empire and its future. Darius, an army officer with royal lineage, claimed the throne and ousted the rival. By 520 BC relative stability was restored throughout the empire.

This period of political uncertainty and instability may have aroused messianic hopes in prophets who sought to encourage the completion of temple building in Jerusalem. Haggai, perhaps in 520 BC, and Zechariah at about the same time and for some years after, exhorted the people to complete the task. The temple may have been dedicated in 515 BC. Later, Tattenai, in whose satrapy Jerusalem lay, wrote to the Persian court to determine the source of authority for building the temple. Darius confirmed that it was a royal decree and ordered Tattenai to provide the subventions to build and maintain the cult.6 Zerubbabel is not mentioned again.

Socially the formation of new communities and their economic prosperity characterized the Neo-Babylonian and Persian periods in southern Babylonia. These included deported ethnic minorities.7 The Jewish groups played some part in this prosperity.8 Property owners and cult personnel composed these self-governing communities under imperial supervision.9 Among the Jews, some cult must have persisted. This probably involved the collection and handing on of the biblical texts. Many Jews might have had little motivation to return to their land and to rebuild. However, a Late Babylonian text demonstrates that Jews in Babylonia in 498 BC did preserve Yahwistic personal names.10 In this text some eight personal names contain the divine name Yahweh, including one case where both a father and a son possess such names.11 Thus in the late sixth and early fifth centuries BC Yahweh was worshiped by Jews in Babylonia.

Baal is no longer mentioned in the Bible after this time. However, Zechariah 12:11 refers to the Aramaean cult of Hadad-rimmon in the plain of Megiddo. Much later, in 168 BC Antiochus IV Epiphanes dedicated the Jerusalem temple to Zeus Olympios, a Hellenistic equivalent of Baal Shamem, possibly the same deity that was introduced by Jezebel.12 During the period of the Maccabees in the second century BC, Josephus records that Judas destroyed the Philistine temple to Dagan in Ashdod. Niehr (2003) argues that the priestly emphasis on purity and the Deuteronomists’ monotheism led to the end of a cult of royal dead, and condemnation of the practices of feeding the dead, funeral banquets, necromancy, and funeral rites. However, R. Schmitt (2003) suggests that the archaeological evidence attests to an ongoing popular religion of votive offerings that is in continuity with the Iron Age.

Miller has noted that this was a period of separation from other peoples and practices rather than proselytism; of a focus on Torah, its study and obedience at the heart of religious practice; and of the Jerusalem temple’s collection of a significant percentage of all wealth created.13

Blenkinsopp (1991) has suggested a sociological context that the exiles and Ezra and Nehemiah formed and in which they participated. The “civic temple community” was a model suggested by Max Weber. He argued that it was the dominant reality throughout the Persian Empire, in cities stretching from Greece and Anatolia to Babylonia and Persia. The Persians regulated this society through an imperial officer who controlled the priesthood and ensured payment of tribute. Most temples possessed extensive lands. Citizens were free, land-owning males and citizenship required one’s support of the cult. The community jealously guarded its privileges. The temple housed the city’s treasury. A city council of elders (including priests) administered it. They decided secular and religious affairs. According to Blenkinsopp, many of these items compare favorably with the postexilic period as described in Ezra and Nehemiah.

The decisive event of the postexilic community was the rebuilding of the temple, commanded by Cyrus and paid for by the Persian administration. The initial returnees set up an altar and laid the temple foundations. Further work occurred after the Persian conquest of Egypt. This began in the second year of Darius, c. 520 BC. Note that with the temple endowment, the Persians required that prayers be made for the royal family. However, contributions also came from the Babylonian Jewish community. Repatriates from Babylon and natives who had separated themselves (Ezra 6:21) comprised the temple community. Elders governed seventeen ancestral houses. Between eight hundred and one thousand adult males held membership in each one. They possessed their own land. There were also guilds of masons and carpenters. Nehemiah’s work included a committee to ensure just collections and disbursements of the temple wealth (Neh. 13:13). Thus the Jerusalem temple resembled the “civic temple community” model, although it was unusual insofar as it apparently did not have land of its own.

Some have argued for syncretism and the worship of other deities at this time. Insofar as Isaiah 57 presents a picture of the postexilic world, it describes the worship of Molech and other deities with symbols in the home and images, child sacrifices, wine and grain offerings, and acts of prostitution in the hills and ravines (vv. 5–9). This assumes that Isaiah 57 describes a particular postexilic environment, which is not proven and in many ways resembles the preexilic picture.14

 An alternative perspective notes the absence of the ubiquitous pillar-based figurines in the period of the second half of the sixth century BC. Although some have argued that such figurines continued, they did so only outside Jerusalem and its immediate environs, not where those returning from the exile settled. There are no figurines in postexilic Jerusalem.15 Thus the use of these figurines, whether as good luck charms, as images of a goddess, or for some other religious purpose, appears to have stopped with those who returned from the exile.

In the late fifth-century BC Jewish mercenary colony of Elephantine in Upper Egypt there was a temple to Yahu wherein the Jerusalem priesthood gave permission for grain offerings. However, money was given to and oaths were taken before such deities as Anatyahu, Anatbethel, Eshembethel, and Herembethel. Miller (2000, 61–62) notes the nearby presence of Arameans with their temple to the Queen of Heaven and wonders whether these other divine names represent hypostatic forms of Yahweh or separate deities. Day (2000, 142–44) argues that Hosea 14:8 [Heb. 9] uses a wordplay on Anat, just as Jeremiah 48:13 refers to the deity Bethel. Thus he believes that Anat was held to be a wife of Yahweh at Elephantine and in preexilic times. However, in Hosea the tree is used to describe Yahweh, not a goddess or wisdom personified (as for example in Prov. 3:18). Therefore, the evidence is weak for an association with either goddess Anat or Asherah.16 The Elephantine texts also mention the ongoing institution of the [image: s56]festival.17

 Practices and views regarding burial and the dead continued from the Iron Age but also turned in new directions. Stern (1982) observes three types of burials in his examination of twenty-seven sites: (1) bench tombs as before the exile and dating to the sixth century BC; (2) cist tombs from the sixth and fifth centuries BC; and (3) shaft tombs from the fifth and fourth centuries BC. The cist tombs contain Persian and local items. The shaft tombs were similar to contemporary Phoenician and Cypriot tombs and may reflect the presence of non-Jews. Later texts suggest an ongoing role for rites associated with the dead. Ben Sira condemns feeding the dead (30:18). Tobit 4:17 may refer either to feeding the dead or to providing food for mourners. Praying to the dead is mentioned in 2 Baruch 85:12 and Pseudo-Philo 33:5. Sotah 34b attests to Caleb praying to the Genesis ancestors.18

Theological Directions 

Traditional literary critical approaches have attempted to identify strands of biblical tradition in preexilic Judaism that continued into the postexilic period. They have then sought to cluster as much of the Old Testament literature as they can around these strands and to argue for their postexilic composition. An example of this approach is Hanson.19 Although one may not agree with his late postexilic dates for everything he lists, his view that many of the forces and groups that were active in postexilic Judaism were present simultaneously is probably more realistic than an attempt to see each shift of emphasis in the literature as a different part of the chronological sequence. Hanson identifies four types of preexilic theological antecedents: (1) Zion theology as found in Isaiah 7–11 and the opposition of Jeremiah 7:1–15 and 26 recalled God’s promise for an eternal dynasty of David; (2) prophetic theology as found in Amos, Hosea, and Jeremiah saw apostasy as leading to destruction; (3) priestly theology, found among the priests serving in Jerusalem when the cult was centralized under Josiah, emphasized the centrality of both the temple and the Zadokite priesthood and downgraded the king (Ezek. 40–48); and (4) wisdom theology, as in Proverbs, attempted to see the principles behind life and to control them, within the fear of the Lord.

The people of the postexilic period retained these perspectives. Hag-gai applied royalist Zion theology to Zerubbabel. Zechariah 1–8 also went in this direction. However, Rose (2003) argues that there is nothing of Zerubbabel in Haggai 2 and that Zechariah 3 and 6 depended on Jeremiah and did not reveal a messianic fervor at the time. According to Hanson, Second Isaiah followed in the prophetic tradition that saw God, not the king, as in control. Zechariah emphasized the priestly tradition, where it praised Joshua the high priest (Zech. 3:1–9; 6:11). The wisdom tradition is found in the psalms and proverbs that belong to the postexilic period.

Apocalyptic, a new form of literature, appeared in this late period.20 Although not confined to Judaism, it became popular there. It is distinctive among texts of the Old Testament and elsewhere, insofar as its contents are consistently religious. As a type of literature, apocalyptic cannot be defined by a single set of criteria that always appear.21 Rather, a collection of characteristics exists of which some may occur in a recognized piece of such writing. Thus the following chracteristics may be found in apocalyptic literature: a seer appeared in visionary dialogue with a heavenly counterpart; the seer remained anonymous and used an Old Testament saint’s name (e.g., Enoch, Abraham, Moses, Ezra); human history was viewed negatively as well as humanity’s ability to do anything good about it; there was optimism toward God’s own intervention at the end of history; God’s people struggle with their enemies on earth as part of a greater struggle between God and his enemy; angels and demons were involved, along with dragons, monsters, and other animals; because victory for God and his people was assured, the saints must patiently endure the difficult present. There may also be messianic expectations of both a royal figure in David’s line and of a heavenly messiah as suggested in Daniel 7:13–14.22 The function of apocalypticism was to influence behavior through a divine interpretation of the present world in light of the supernatural world and of the future eschatological salvation.23

The origins of this literature lay in a number of possible catalysts: a despair with existing forms caused by the destruction of Jerusalem, the return from exile and the pitiful rebuilding of the Jerusalem temple, the end of recognized prophets and prophecy, and later, dissatisfaction with the Hasmonean theocracy.24 Some argue that Zoroastrianism was the major influence of apocalyptic.25 Similar features between the two include: the dualism of a struggle between good and evil, the expectation of God’s sudden appearance, the resurrection and judgment of all, the destruction of the world by fire, and the final victory of God followed by a new beginning of world history.

However, there are problems with positing Zoroastrian influence as the main force behind apocalyptic. Some items are already found in what is generally believed to be preexilic elements of the Old Testament. These include dualism, God’s sudden appearance, the resurrection and judgment, and the final victory of God. Further, the message of apocalyptic texts like Zechariah 9–14 and Daniel was to resist foreign influences and maintain pure Judaism. Thus while forms of expression may be imported, beliefs would have been more difficult to defend if borrowed from Persian sources. There are other sources for a belief in resurrection, especially belief in a national resurrection (Ezek. 37),26 and the tradition of West Semitic dying and rising deities.27

 It has been argued that apocalyptic literature has antecedents in prophecy and in wisdom literature. Hanson (1979) represents the view that apocalyptic has its origins in prophecy. This view argues that ancient Israel was faced with a crisis in the postexilic period. This crisis was one in which the Judeans no longer had an autonomous state or the right of self-determination. They felt marginalized and groups within Judaism felt an even greater disenfranchisement. This led to the rejection of traditional forms of self-expression, which they felt were inadequate to cope with the new loss of identity. Prophecy was built on existing promises of God. These promises would be demonstrated as true by God’s judgment on sinners and the exaltation and well-being of the righteous. However, with the destruction of the temple it appeared that sinners were well off and that the righteous were persecuted. Therefore new forms of expression were sought. These could be found in postexilic groups that rejected the rebuilding of the temple and the existing political powers in Jerusalem in the form of the (Zadokite) priesthood. In place of this, visionary movements foretold of the restoration predicted by earlier prophets, but in a new setting. No longer would it take place in history. Instead, it would lie beyond history.

Philip Davies (1989) critiques this, noting that appeals to secret knowledge and heavenly revelation are more characteristic of groups in power who want to justify their status. Daniel does not appear to be the product of a marginal group within Judaism. Nevertheless, this does not exclude the possibility of apocalyptic arising out of a context of prophetic frustration.

The origins of apocalypticism in wisdom traditions are suggested by Davies (1989) and Collins (1987; 1998; 2003). Daniel is an interpreter of dreams. Enoch ascends and visits heaven. Both interpret visions and mysteries. In Enoch the universe is a set of symbols that interpret events on earth. Themes include judgment after death, resurrection, and a new creation of the earth. In Daniel dreams are reported and presented in a manner known elsewhere in the ancient Near East. Angels function as forces behind the history of events on earth. Hope for salvation becomes an expectation of a resurrection from the dead.

Davies (1989, 264–65) argues that Babylonian mantic methods were used throughout Jewish apocalyptic literature:28

[F]or the Jewish scribe the law revealed by God to Moses took the place of the catalogues of omens which formed the canon of the Babylonian scribe. The comparison is not fanciful: the notion of the scriptures containing hidden truth which inspired study could unlock is not found only in Daniel, Qumran and the New Testament but provides the basic rationale of rabbinic exegesis. . . .

The four apocalypses of Daniel, appended to a cycle of court-tales which extol the virture of the adopted Jewish mantic, draw most of their inspiration either from the tales or from mantic-scribal conventions and interests, such as the “plot” of history in the sequence of world-kingdoms (ch. 7), the hidden meaning of ancient books (ch. 9), the pseudo-predictions of political events (chs. 10–12), and ancient mythical motifs. More dramatically, the influence in Daniel’s symbolism of the Babylonian mantic catalogues such as šumma izbu series has been demonstrated.

However, cautions are necessary, especially from the standpoint of Davies’s claims. Lucas (1989) has undertaken a study of many of the specific comparisons that have been made between Babylonian myths, birth omens (šumma izbu), and astrological geography, on the one hand, and the animal imagery in Daniel, on the other hand. He finds no evidence for direct borrowing from the myths and also finds problems with the astrological geography (the lack of direct correlation without inferences). It is true that bizarre images of animals could have been borrowed from the birth omens and used for their strong impact as ominous symbols. However, Lucas (1990; 2002) suggests the primary source for animal imagery was the Old Testament. Lucas also critiques the view that the “four empires” scheme found in Daniel 2 and 7 originated in Persia and that it was combined with a division of history into ten periods (cf. the ten kings of Dan. 7) first in the Hellenistic Sibylline Oracles. He argues that:

1. Four ages of the world were known at least from the time of Hesiod.

2. The four empires scheme in Daniel reflects historical experience rather than Sibylline Oracles.

3. While in Daniel 7 ten kings belong to the fourth empire, in the Sibylline Oracle 4 and Persian sources there are ten periods between the four empires.

4. The division of history into ten periods has precedents in Hebrew as well as Mesopotamian sources.

For Collins (1979), Jewish apocalyptic is not just a result of prophecy or of Babylonian influence. Jewish apocalypticism is a new creation to meet the needs of a new age. This seems possible. However, the reality of prophetic influence remains very likely within the tradition of Israelite religion as reflected in its history and in the biblical texts.

1 . See the surveys of this period by Williamson (1999); Briant (2002); Lipschits (2005); and the studies in Lipschits and Oeming (2006).

2 . For the view that the land was largely uninhabited during the exilic period, see Stern (2001a, 303–11; 2002). For the view that it was inhabited and maintained large-scale continuity of culture with the period before 586 BC, see Barstad (1996; 2003); Blenkinsopp (2002); Oded (2003). Within postexilic Jerusalem, Ussishkin (2005) argues that large areas were inhabited, whereas Geva (2006) maintains that the circumference of walls was much smaller and thus fewer people would have filled the city.

3 . See Blenkinsopp (2003).

4 . Cf. Briant (2002, 67–68).

5 . Cf. Oded (1995).

6 . Cf. Ezra 5:1–6:18.

7 . In his survey of named individuals in Neo- and Late Babylonian legal documents, Zadok (2003, 552) identifies some 960 non-Babylonian names. This is a sizable number but it shrinks to less than 2 percent when it is realized that Zadok examined more than fifty thousand names from this time.

8 . Cf. Blenkinsopp (1991, 52).

9 . The temple cult played an important role in the collection and storage of taxes, both those for local administration and those that were sent on to the imperial centers of the Persian Empire. For this distinction see Schaper (1995).

10 . Cf. Lambert (forthcoming).

11 . Interestingly, the Yahweh elements in the names are spelled two ways, even in the case of the father and son. The spellings are ia-.u and ia-ma.

12 . See Day (2000, 71); M. Smith (2003, 69–70).

13 . Perhaps this amounted to a third of the resources. Cf. P. Miller (2000, 98–99).

14 . See discussion under the section on biblical texts in chapter 9, p. 248.

15 . Cf. Stern (1999, 254); Johnston (2003, 87).

16 . Cf. M. Smith (2003, 136).

17 . One letter describes how a certain Haggai is to collect the [image: s56]for Ashian (Lewis [1989, 90]; Johnston [2002, 183]).

18 . Cf. M. Smith (2003, 170–71).

19 . Cf. Hanson (1987). For questions about conflicts in Isa. 56–66, see Middlemas (2005).

20 . See the substantial review in Collins (1998).

21 . See the review of the study by Grabbe (2003) and the response of Collins (2003).

22 . For Day (2000, 106) this represents the eschatologization of the Baal myth in which the son of man in the clouds of heaven is Baal and the Ancient of Days on which his kingship is dependent is El.

23 . See Collins (1979; 1987; 1998).

24 . Cf. R. Webb (1990).

25 . See, e.g., Nel (2003).

26 . Many regard Dan. 12:2 and possibly Isa. 26:19 as postexilic. These texts, especially Daniel, are generally recognized as describing a personal resurrection. See this discussion in chapter 9, p. 265.

27 . Johnston (2002, 236) adds the following arguments against Persian influence: Zoroastrian judgment and heaven and hell precede resurrection rather than follow it; Zoroastrian resurrection involves forming bodies from the elements whereas in Israel there is a rising directly from the ground; Zoroastrians exposed their dead for birds to eat while in Israel exposure was a curse and abhorred; sources for Zoroastrian views of the resurrection come from a late ninth-century AD manuscript with mention of the resurrection no earlier than a fourth-century BC manuscript.

28 . Mantic origins for Zech. 9–14 have also been suggested by Larkin (1994).
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Conclusions

We began this study proposing to examine the constituent elements of ancient Israelite religion, understanding religion to be the service and worship of the divine or supernatural through a system of attitudes, beliefs, and practices. We sought to understand this in the light of what ancient Israelites actually believed and did, rather than what they were ideally expected to believe and do. The latter was recognized as the focus of theology rather than of Israelite religion. Ancient Israel itself we take to be those people who identified themselves as Israelites and lived between c. 1200 and 586 BC. The anthropological and sociological history of the study of religion demonstrated its diverse and unpredictable features in the many cultures of human society. The failure to identify universal rules or principles meant that each culture required examination on its own merits and according to its own understanding of religion, however difficult that might be.

Earlier critical biblical scholarship on the subject of Israelite religion certainly assisted in identifying strands of tradition and emphases of different sorts, especially in the Pentateuch. This was studied in more detail in chapters 6 and 7. Nevertheless, critical reflection on this research had raised important questions about the certainty of its results, in areas such as dating and in the delineation of specific and absolute divisions between the sources and traditions. This was further aggravated by archaeological discoveries that demonstrated difficulties with assumptions about evolutionary development of religion from simple to complex and the corollary views regarding originally distinct and simpler elements of text and practice that must have preceded the religious records of the biblical traditions themselves.

Recent scholarship in ancient Israelite religion attests to the failure of a single synthetic model and to the ongoing need for humility when approaching much of the data. We simply do not know enough about the ancient culture and the beliefs and practices to assert certainty in our analysis of the material. We remain dependent on heuristic models with their potential to become anachronistic and to demonstrate how much we are prisoners of our own age and its philosophical zeitgeist as those of an older generation. Nevertheless, the overwhelming sense of complexity and diversity attested by both the inner- and extrabiblical evidence compels a recognition of multiple, diverse, and at times contradictory expressions of religious belief and practice within ancient Israel.

Our examination of the pre-Israelite evidence for West Semitic religion in chapters 4 and 5 led to an awareness of the many traditions that anticipate Israel in terms of what it knows of religious expression. Of course, this includes the names and mythic activities of many foreign deities as well as the presence of institutions such as temples, altars, sacrifices, images, prayers, covenants, feasts, and other rituals. However, it also describes the reality of gods at Ugarit, such as El and Baal, who share many of the same characteristics that the Bible associates with Yahweh. Further, even priestly installation rituals and cultic calendars from Emar provide background and surprising parallels to the corresponding biblical texts. Further study of the Late Bronze Age sites in and around the Jordan River suggests the influence of Egypt as well as syncretism with indigenous forms of religious expression. The iconography also shows this as it moves away from the more explicit sexuality of the Middle Bronze Age and toward an emphasis on warfare and its practitioners. The age was one that appreciated the gods of the politically powerful.

The clearly attested polytheism of the Middle and Late Bronze Ages in Palestinian and Syrian archaeology and texts may leave traces in the multiple references to deities in the personal names in the genealogies of Genesis 1–11. The remainder of the Genesis traditions witness to no struggle with other deities. By itself, this may suggest the absence of a conscious issue in Israel’s earliest traditions. From Exodus onward, the presence of a single deity for Israel, whose name and people emerge from the southern desert, becomes the unique feature of Israelite religion, however much it may have borrowed from the forms of surrounding cultures. The institutions of priesthood, sanctuary, and covenant all transform existing archaeological and (extrabiblical) textual media to define Israel’s relationship with Yahweh as sole (monolatrous, though not necessarily monotheistic), aniconic in representation, and lived out or actualized in a manner that rejected earlier West Semitic deities and yet embraced their cultic objects and actions, whether [image: s71]and tent sanctuaries or treaties and blood sacrifices.

In Iron Age I the polytheism of the earlier periods continues with no mention of Yahweh in the extrabiblical texts. The archaeology at first attests to a largely egalitarian culture for twelfth-century BC Israel. It is not governed by a king and the culture and religion are simple insofar as there is little in the way of images and the other materials appear to be cheaper and more basic. The Bible, in Judges and Samuel, attests for an ongoing struggle between Yahweh and the other deities of Bronze Age Canaan. With the appearance of Iron Age II, however, the extrabiblical texts and archaeology and the biblical evidence begin to intersect more frequently than before.

The period from c. 931 BC until 586 BC represents a crucial time for the study and understanding of ancient Israelite religion. Not only is there greater scholarly agreement concerning historical value (greater or lesser, depending on whom one consults) of the biblical literature purporting to describe this time, but there is also available much greater material remains in the archaeological record. Even from the epigraphic finds there is material that is explicitly Israelite and religious. The result is a vast array of data that needs to be surveyed and that is subject to a variety of scholarly interpretations. Nevertheless, a number of common threads emerge.

First, it is clear that ancient Israel was home to a variety of religious beliefs and practices that developed from earlier West Semitic beliefs and practices attested in Bronze Age archives and cult centers. The biblical sources clearly attest to this, using the names of deities known from the earlier periods and many practices that in one way or another connect with earlier archives, with Phoenician and classical sources, and with contemporary epigraphic materials. Among other ways, this inheritance is visible in the traditions of providing food and drink at burials; of the Jerusalem temple architecture; of the use of various figurines, altars and sacrificial system, [image: s58], and incense burners; of the “mating” of the chief male deity with a female consort; of the references to human sacrifice and chthonic rituals; and of the use of priests, prophets, and royalty in religious performances.

Second, there is a sense in which the religion of ancient Israel emerges as a distinctive set of practices and beliefs.1 Above all there is the exodus tradition of Israel’s redemption as slaves from Egypt by its god, and of Yahweh and his unique covenant with them, given in the form of a treaty. This is recalled again and again in every major section of the Bible. Yahweh’s own revelation of his distinctive name and his origins to the south in the mountains also has no known precedent. The growing emphasis on Yahweh as the sole deity and his intolerance of other gods and goddesses, as well as their cults, is unique. It is not only attested in the Bible but also in the personal names and the overwhelming dominance of Yahweh as a theophoric element. It is found in the texts of the Ketef Hinnom silver strips, the Miqneyahu seal, and the blessings in the attested correspondence found at Lachish and Arad. It is found in the identity of Israel as defined by its enemy in the Moabite stele of King Mesha. Archaeologically, the uniquely aniconic nature of Yahweh cannot be expected to yield much. Yet it may be there in the “gap” on the Taanach cult stand, in the absence of images (first anthropomorphic and later even in the form of designs) on the seals, and in the nature and construction of the sanctuary in the Israelite fortress at Arad. This is true at Arad even if the two [image: s71]and incense altars attested to two deities there at one point. They were not apparently in use throughout the monarchy.

A third point is the gradual evolution and change in ancient Israel. Although the texts and archaeology indicate a diversity of religious practice present from the beginning until the end of the period, there are clear signs that as the centuries progressed this people became increasingly devoted to Yahweh alone and to his religion as attested in the biblical texts. However the Judean female figurines are to be understood, these images attest to a different spirit regarding such forms in contrast to earlier and contemporary neighbors. They are modest, without reference to the genitalia. They are available to all, rather than limited to those few who could afford silver, gold, or even bronze forms. They also define Judah, being virtually absent outside the state in the seventh and sixth centuries BC. The near complete absence of male or other human representation and the almost 100 percent usage of Yahweh as the sole theophoric element in the personal names of this period all bear witness to the acceptance of a single deity. This is true however much the kings of Judah and Judeans themselves turned at times to devotion to other deities. The picture is different in the evidence from the northern kingdom of Samaria in the earlier centuries. There the personal names on the Samaria ostraca as well as the diverse architecture of the various cult sites (especially at Dan but also elsewhere) attest to the much greater continuity of religious practice with what preceded it and what could be found at the same time in the neighboring Phoenician states.

Points of similarity, difference, and change are common to all living religions. The significance for ancient Israel remains with those distinctions that grew and developed and that affected not only the subsequent period of this people but also all generations since then. This religion should be seen as more than a singular collection of beliefs and practices arising out of a peculiar concatenation of political and economic factors. It rather held within itself the schema of a faith that could avoid that which was tied only to the temporal, could adopt and transform that which had value from other religions, and could identify and nurture those distinctives that set it apart and enabled it to foster the great monotheistic religions of the Western world and beyond.

1 . See the definition of religion at the beginning of chapter 1.
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