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CHAPI'ER I 

I the beginning they were called Hebrews. In dress am custom , 
they wei-e indisinguishable fr~ other landless grou s of semi-nauads 

l,orn 
who infi ltrated the western of the Fertile the 

second millennium B .c. They were organized by tribes. They traveled 

s in rather large para-military ~oups. They spoke a Western 
-----iliiiii"• • 

Semitio dialectra close relative of Aramaic. They treasured their 

------------·-- - A chronicles in epic sagas, some of which were edited by their descendnnts 

• and now form the nucleus of the Book ot Genesis ( Chapters 11-S0). 

They traded in grain, wine and wool; pastured their flocks of sheep and 

goats on unclaimed lard outside the boundary stones of local city-

states; hired themselves out as smiths, musicians aoo fieldharxis!>and 

their young men as mercenaries~ It the local feudal lordswas wale the 

Hebrews were not _above attack and plunder. 
,....,,.,__......, ____ .._,.-:.~:;;;;;;..,...-.. ...... .-liiliuiiiilEi~ ~~ F. NF It t t r n D<3.A '~ (..~ Y 

-The term Hebrew is appellati w not •llllllliliila. It comes lloa ,. 

(Heb. "I\tri") which meant caravaneer and was applied by the settled folk 

of Syria-Palestine to certain ot the landless tribes who came from beyond 

the boundaries. It is not cle,p- that moat or all of the Hebrews were 

conscious of a racial uhity or connon ancestry. The involved genealogies 

which re included in the Book of Genesis relate Abraham and his descendints 

not only to Western Semites but to North and South .Arabian tribes. When 

the Iar lites later talked about their progenitors they claiaed for them 

Sukkot, the ran Harvest festival, vhen Israelites presented their thanks

giving offerings at the Temple, they recited a ritual formula vhich be1an, 

•A wandering Aramean was my rather.• (Deut. 26:~) The 11xth centUl'1 
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or ancient •oc1 t • They could not ev n olaia to b 
I mitic etook. •rqt .. origln and natint 1a t land ot t tes; 

the Amorite vu tb., father and 

The Hel!ire tradi.t an did not pr de the tut o ot which an-oga, ce 

OD a1n 1 ly foreign to the i h tradition. 

Ttle epic ot H brew begimings is 
ly unpretentious. It 

the early Churc 1 led these progenitors p triarchs", the syh gogue .. 

called them simply Avot--the fathers. The Bible claims tor them neither 
a divine lineage nott Ood-11 ualities and ortr~s them with a tull 
range of familiar human tallin • When the Israelites later affirmed 
that they had been chosen by God, this chofce hid n61ther biological nor 
caste implications. The :reascos tor their l ti on were God• s > and whatever 
His reasons they were not drawn from among t hose which would normal~ 
suggest themselves to menr "not because you 11ere more in_ number t any 

you other people did God set His love upon ou and chose~ for ou were the 
f. ,ge;w:e:.st:_:o:f:..:al=l~p:.:e~o:;;:p=l~es:...;b;.:u;.;t;..b;;.e;;,;c_a_u_s.._ellM .... ....,-..a.-..:-.";..._;;,.a ••• " ( Deut. 7: 7 -8) -

IJ, 41h 
I-gn~1ti1t • 

inner and least populated edge of the Fertile Crescent herding, trading; 
the general drift of th ir migrat:1.on west and south -- that is from 
Northern Mesopotamia cross Syria to Palestine and Ee;rpt. The exact 
route and t he tiJne oillt these 111:1.grations is not known, nor its impetus. 
During the early years of the second millenium there was a large aoale 
11ove11ent ot Semitic tribes £rem Mesopotamia west and southJ probably set 
in ■otion by the descent ot Indo-European tribes trom the ount n 
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t1o 111.grationa aq also 

the enclosure ot tara 1 

n ~~ settled states and the 

" ri at this time. Canaan vas not as de 

a lange -or feudally-organiz d Pnll 

The local nobility had constant need of mercenari a, 

in 

harvest-

hams. Canaan at this time was known for its fertility and tor 1te 

opportunity. Its reputation was not unlike the biblical de 1gnation as 

•a lam flowing with milk and honey". An Egyptian adventurer of the 

20th century, Sinhue, described its attractions. 

"Figs were ini :tt, grapes and grapes. It had 
more wine than water, plentiful was it• honey, 
abundant were its olives. Every kind of fruit 11as 

on its treee. Barley was there· and enmer. There 
was no limit to aey (kind of l ~attle1 " ,J A picture 
neatly compl ·mented by the Biblical text: "the· 
plains of Jordan were well-vatered ••• betore God 
destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah ••• as the Garden or 
G~, as the land of Egypt." (Gen. 13:10) 

,..., 
I' 

/ 

It remained an att.racti ve area until the 14th and 13th centunles when -
its prosperity failed under rather continuous Egyptian mis 1rule. 

The Biblical account imposes a lliterary unity and a four-generation 

history of what was obviously a far more complex and lengthy event. It 

is clear, however, that during the first stage of this migration the 

Hebrews settled near established cities and remained on relatively good 
" 

tenns with the Canaanites who al.lowed them water rights, pasture, to 
•• I• 

trade and even to make laoo purchase agreements which the Hebrews later 

insisted established their presumptive rights in the lmd. The first 

; C 

}

. identified Hebrewt Abraham, purchased land near Hebron as a burial place 

fpr Sarah (Gen. i,1-19) that she not be laid to rest on alien soil. fr.. 1' l..r~I .~ 

C 1.,Av' ,,r 11', rr) 





l/4 'J 
l 

• I 



Beginnin·g ·or · New- ~ase 
of Conquest of Palestine 

12 (C) 

Exodus 
1250 (C) 

Slavery in Egypt 

Patriarchal Age 

Saul 
1020-1005 

Conquest 
Judges 

Division 
into two 
Kingdoms 

United 
Kingdo 

Destruction 
of Israel 

Destruction 
of Judah 

R O P H E T S 
Bab 

Cyrus 
Allows Return 

_ _£9_0_0 _____ _...,~"-----___,,IL-..:__, ____ _.-W.uJ""------~~------+~------.u,..iW---,w.,• .., ____ .....,...,__ ___ _ BCE BCE 
Middle Bronze Age. 
Emergence of Great 
Empires in Western 
Asia and Figypt. 
Amorites and 
Canaaai tes in 
Western Asia. 
Old Babylonian 
Empire (Hamnurabi) 
(1830-1550) reduced 
by Hittites (1550). 
Middle Kingdom (Dy
nasty XII)(Amen
em-het III) (2000-
1780)-Hyksos inva
sion and control 
(1780-1550) 

Late Bronze 
Age. Mi ttani 
domination 
in N.Mesopo-
tamia (1500-
1370). Hittite 
control of 
Anatolia {lTOO 
1200). Egyptian 
Golden Age (Dy 
nasties XIII-
XX) (Thut-mose 
III .. Akh-en-at n 
Raamses II) -
Control of Can 
aan by F.gypt. 
Habiru invade 
and settle in 
PIP._leetine. 

IATE IRON AGE 
Farly Iron David ( 1005-965 ) 
Age. E!gypt SoloJOOn (965-925) 
in decline. Israel dominant 
Collapse of power in Asia. 
Canaanite E!gyptian deeline. 
power in Pales Assyrian Fmpire. 11.00 - 612 
tine. Philisti...._._., ( Tillath - Pieser, Sargon, Sennachari b) 
invasion of coast 
lands. Habiru in 
Canaan and Trans
Jordan develop 
into separate 
peoples (Moabites, 
-Edomites,Amonites 
Isrmeli tea). 

Neo Babylonian Empire 612-538 
(Nebuchadnezzar) 

Persian Empire 538-333 
(Cyrus Darius Xerxes) 

,. 
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The identification Canaan-Palestine-Israel as promised land was to be a 

constant in Israel's history. This relationship Israel felt was sealed 

by a covenant between God and he ancestors permanently guaranteeing title. 

"I am God who brought you out o l}J- of the Chaldees to give you this land 

as a possession (Gen. 15:7-17) Already in the Exodus episode Moses is 

, ~t 
A 

~"\ ui<" spoken of as leading a returning people. The descend nts of. these 

and. There was always tension between '· • 

patriarchs never worshipped th I 

'1 • the promised larxl as home and the deliberately kept alive memory of the tr. 

migration to the lmd from elsewhere. In their temple on Shavuoth--the 

Spring Barley Harvest Festival--the Israelites did not bless the ear~h•s 

fertility but God's ~ounty. ut. 26: - Palestine was a ft of' God. 

due to God's grace not to the land's natural bounty and it followed that 

the bounty of the land could and would cease if God came to feel Israel 

merited punishment. B~ing in Zion was never natural. It was ever and 
J. 

I ' 

C 1/ ' ; I • • , I : 1 ( 

always a privilege. Exile, dispersion was never natural. It ...- punishment. ___ ......... ~ 
The Hebrews wre not bedouin. They came from the fringes of the 

settled am sown, not the depths of the wilderness. They a?Tived on the 

MesopotaJnian culture. Mesopotamia, of course, did not produce a monolithic 

\I( , 

culture, There...a• significant variations between Sumer, the thronging 

capital of Sargon's high developed empire 
1 city-states of 

Yet Mesopotamia profoundly affected Hebrew life and provided 

A 

: 11UCh of the raw material from which their descendtnts ... .-Nd t ir 

I 

I 
• I 

: special e~os. 
I • 
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Tradition associates Abraham with Ur, an important city-state of the 

lower Tiger-Euphrates delta. Abraham•asf'amily is more litimately associated 

with Harm and Nahor, two important cities in the Balikh Valley in north

western Mesopotanda. Lot was in semi-permanent residence in Sodom. Hebrew 

chiefs mingled freely with city folk and had business dealings properly 

--: registered in acceptable comma~ form on clay tablets in an Akkadian 

dialect set out in cuneiform script. 

The diffused Mesopotamian culture set the forms and often the norms 

of the 11 ves of many peoples fraa Babylon to Syria aid Palestine. The 

common calendar was lunar and to this day Jewish reli us life is governed 
• J 

- 0 
by a similar system updated only in that mtre sophisticated astronomical 

tables and computations have obviated the need for direct observation. 

The practice of the intercalation (the insertioh) of leap mont~s, which 
begins 

plsy a significant role in rabbinic law;' in Mesopotamian astronomy as 
~ 

does a wid~read popular interest in astrology which unofficially 

pervades the world of Jewish ideas down to modern times, surfacing even 

today in the familiar congratulation--mazal tov--"a good planet"• The 1 ( 
ltt: , r 

Babylonians were passionate astrolo ers. ~~ protoscience served as the 
i t< i basis of many cosmologies including the Hebrew and~ popular JrW'ths 

Ji "26" ' A- '- ~.... • wre told and retold in a hundred variations. L 
f'Y\..t..> ~( • 

The Biblical sto ·es or Creation, of the Garden of Eden, the Flood, 

and the Tower (ziggurat) of Babel are all of later redaction and h ve been 

edited to illustrate singular Israelite teachings, but they use outlines 

provided by the legends and lore of Mesopotamia. I\ 

The Hebrews were probably notfhid1iar vith the 

literature in their high form. Perhaps no Hebrew ever heard a 

the Gilgamesh epic ex~ctly as it was ceremonially inscribed on c tablets 

in the temple libriry of Nineveh, but Hebrew merchants and smith certainly 

Ci 



-6-

gathered around troubadours who ambelliehad these familiar epics in the 

market place of some provi~al center. The Hebrews and their deacend~nts 

knew something of these saJs. They used their themes aeaeti•ely as 

Shakespeare used the story forms of his day as raw material out of whi. ch 

to construct their own literature. One example will suffice. The Gilgamesh 

epic which was known from Egypt to southern Mesopotamia contains a story 

within a story. The hero, Gilgamesi, has ~eaohed· Utnapishtin who, he has 

been told, controls the power of eternal life which he has been so desp~ately 

seeking. Utnapishtin confassass that he lacks the secret of immortality 

and seeks to console Gilgamesh by telling him a tale of his youth--of a 

flood which the gods once determined to bring upon the world because the 

mortals had not brought proper sac£if4ces or performed proper obedience. 
illpending 

Utnapishtin was warned of the ••••AD§ catastrophe by the goddess, Ea. 

He escapes with his family on a boat. It poured for six days. On the 

7th, Utnapishtin had ~isooYered that all the buildings had been reduced 

to clay and that all life had ceased. Ha and his family alone survive. 

His boat finally scrapes and is grounded. He lets fly a dove which 

returns to the boat because she can find no resting place. Later he 

sends out a swallow which also returns; am, finally, a raven which 

does not come back. Descent is now safe. 

offers an acceptable sacrifice. 

Utnapishtin disembarks and 

. . ., 

This story was already well known in the 3rd millennium B .c. and 
I 

the parallels to the Noah saga which the Hebrews edited at leasT a 

thousand years later are striking. \ There are obvious changes to be 

sure: A Western Semite hero, Noah, is acclaimed rather than a Babylon 

hero, Utnapishtin; a Syrian mountain, Ararat, replaces the .!1111.m.m mountain 

lblr.. as the port of debarkation and the Semitic preference tor 40 replaces 

the Babylonian emphasis on 6 and 7, but in Hebrew hand , it ie not the same 



I ' 

story m:14 more iaportantly the Hebrew recension reflects an entirely 

different theology. God alone and not a council of gods decides on a 

flood. The hero is saved not because afgeddess takes pity on him but -
because he is righteous and merit e m 1.m a preserved 

IC I I. • 

along with humankind. The point of the). story is not the miraculou 
M .::> 

salvation or a particular man but the release of a? 1 me~ from the torror 
- ~s ~, 

or capricioual-the creation of a "Covenant between Me and the earth" (Gen. 9:13) 

--the pledge that God will not willful.zy or spitefully destroy te?Testrial 

lift. In the Babylonian world, as in the Greek, theology saw men at the 

mercy 
D rt llP- PlfT ~ 0 fl /\f 6 U:.S-S , 't y , 

of the gods. In the Israelite world order ptplaaes'fear and trembling. 
I--.. 

The rainbow rises high after eac storm. 

The image of these early Hebrews as primitive nomads will not starrl 

inspection. Hebrew history does not begin in the vast emptiness of the 

wilderness among ignorant and illiterate peoples but in the trading out-

posts of the Mesopotamian cultural empire. This history is worth telling 

because Israel's teachers re-fashioned this cultural world in a unique way; 

but that is a far cry from the assumption that Judaism springs out of nothing 

and from nowhere. 
~~ t,J,J~1.~~ 

Israelite law is not Mesopotamian law mm in many instances it klitat 

procedures and formulae which had general Mesopotamian cu?Tency. The 

hardness or cut ~stone and the chance or history has preserved from this 

world and this time the codes of Ur-nammu, Litit Isltar, EM5hnurma, and 

Hammurabi and the laws of the Hitti~e. The very c,oncept of a writ~en -
law code is Babylonian. No where in the vast literature which NfflAl ns 

or Egypt has such a code been found. The procedure of inscribing the 

lav on a{t;;ne ste1( 1s also Babylonian. The two stone tablets of the 

Sinai Commandments whit.ch Moses carved and placed in the sacred ark 

represent a late example of this cultural torm. 



Israelite law is not a carbon copy or a ptle echo of Babylonian law. 
Masopotaia, had a separate and more severe set or penalties tor oriJnes 

N "' ~ • 
committed against the 1191111_.._,.than for crimes committed against peasants,' 

E' , I r•, I T~_distinction k. entirely absent in biblical regulation. Jt ia 
distinctive arxi unique but it is al.so conditioned by its ethos • 

.,If/' I f f, ( l, • \ 

American jurisprudence is still colored by terms and practices I"-
' ,..,, t. .. l r taken from English law, which

1
.in turn t.ek #er over from the R01111J1 codes, 

so Israelite rules continue fl£ the forms or Mesopotamian rules which 
preceded them by a millennium or more am which may have cane down to 
them only at third or fourth hand. Campare, tor instance, these ear~ 
Mesopotamia laws with tha later Biblical ones. 
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These Mesopotamian codes seem to have been written to popularize the 

terms ot the law. The better known the law the less like Jy 
~~~ct' 

arbitrary ab,tt,e. In Egypt, the Pharaoh was an absolute ruler and ruled 
l\,L~Dl ~ ~NC.W~~-- .. ~ t '"'&- ~ f" '( t,' J .f by unconditioned fiat. In Babylonia, the Emperor was an absolute ruler 

but the rule■ were set forth and there was in a sense n social contract. 

Thus the code of Hammurabi (17th century B.C.) concludes: 

Let any oppressed man who has cause come into 
the presence of the statue of me, the king of 
jg,stice, and there read carefully rey- inscribed 
stele and give heed to 11\Y precious words, and 
may my stale make the case clear to him; 9ay 
he understand his cause; arxi may he set his mind 
at ease. (Anet 175) 

A familiar Mesopotamian D\Yth envisages the high god revealing 
o• 

his law to the king who becomes his legate earth. Thus the king 

was bound, at least symbolically ,by the terms of the divine'.cy revealed 

instructions. In Mesopotamia this legelitl remained poetic. In Israel, 

much later, the prophets made it real; and confronted Israel's kings 

-with the requirement that they abide the Torah law. 

l 
V 
I 

I The Biblical word for a contract or legal document, serer, is an 

Akkadian loan word. Akkadian was the language of international. agreements ) 

and Babylonian legal forms, though not necessarily specific formulations -J 1 are found throughout the Bible. Exodus, chapters 21 thl,ough 23, the so-

~- / called serer (Book) of the Covenant and perhaps the oldest Biblical code t7 , which set out the conditions of a crime and then the prescribed punish ~ ~ in its casuistic rulesf is in form akin to the code of Hammurabi end to '1ENT /y 
~ 

other Hittite and Semitic formulations. ' Jtn· the Biblical story or Judah 

and Tamar (Gen. J8) Tamar demands of Judah as his pledge, •your a -cord 

and the staff you carry." The use of the cylinder seal spread from Babylon 
I • I r ,,-, $ I ' 

to the Middle East. The staff ·lNII- bukannum, ,n object somethi like 

a Marine officer's swagger stick, which changed hands at the em or a 

transaction to symbolize its campletlon, much like our handshake. The 
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generalized influence or Mesopotamian legal customs is also illustrated 

by a number or Biblical stories which were not satisfactorily explained 

until modern research recovered a number or Mesopotamian law codes and 

the law libraries of Nuzi, Alalakh and Ugarit. Thus there is nothing in 

Israelite custom to explain Sarah I s insistence that Abraham take Hagar 

as a breeding wife, but the custom of a ba?Ten first wife giving a concubine 

to her husband for the purpose of childbearing and the special responsibilities 

or the husband towards this concubine are detailed in the laws of Lipit 
I 

~ Ishtar md in the Nuzi material. ( which is, by the way, very close to Harran), / '7 

This material helps explain Sarah's decision and also Abraham's reluctance 

to take recriminative action against the concubine when Sarah was 
/'"'\ miraculously become a mother and bitterly regretts her decision. (Gen. 16) 
~ 

The Nuzi material also explains Rachel's theft of her rather• s 

household idols after a family squabble over money and inheritance. It 

is now clear that possession of the household gods signified legal title 

to a given estate. Rachel apparently felt that her father would not 

transfer these proofs of title voluntarily so she appropriated them under 

the age-old understanding that possession is nine-tenths of the law. 

• Thus through the Biblical code, ·and the rabbinic law which depended upon 

it, vestiges of ancient Mesopotamian practice remain alive even todC\Y for 

tr.ose who still follow the Torah -law. In traditional Jewish practice, a 

man retains a special legal responsibility towards the widow or hi a 

deceased brother, a1d must perform a ritual act of release for her to be 

free to marry out of the familyl This pract ice of levirate marriage~ 

can be traced back to ancient Mesopotamia. 

The Hebrews adopted a diffuse pattern of Mesopotamian customs and 

wedded these to the atterns or their semi-nomadic tribal life in which 

authority was vested in a senior chief who apparent~ governed with the 



., 
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adviCe and consent of a cowicil of elders. Families were polygamous =< 

am inheritance passed according to a definite schedule among the 
,,. children of the first or breeding wife. Within the tribe justice was 

determined by the tribal chief and the entire tribe was responsible for 
the actions of its members towards outsiders. The principal of monetary 
compensation for injury was known. Slavery was assumed am the tribe· 
was under heavy obligation to ransom any of 1 ts members who were captured 
and ensla.ved. There were definite rules of hospitality and hospitality 
was a prized virtue but there was always danger for the individual outside his tribe • 

C&sopotamian culture made its least impress in the area of --politic al 
org ization B1Kl_ theory. Scholars n~ doubt that S gon M or Hammurabi ,__,.-deliberately ._...___ of royal divine right, but it is certain . 
tgat these men and their empi~s- assum~d the ~19lllental. rightness of the 
crown. The Hebrews ~eq~ted authority and divinity ~ were not 
satisfied with the crown as the central organization of the state. 
Monarchy-eame to -Israel much later and under the pressure of uniq,ue 
cM'cwnstanc::::J 

The Mesopotami.an world was ~4'2-.<w a world of Caiaae high gods who ru.led 
in specific spheres am who were worshipped according to a highly formalized .11111111.--~-
r it u al. These gods were described anthropomorphically--an idiom which 
t.he Bible editors did not easily shake. The Mesopotamian world lacked 

... the heavy Egyptian emphasis on death rites and personal immortalitzt 
There was no certain promise of immortality. The next world was a 

' - \ shadowy undefined place not unlike the Biblical Sheol. In the Oilgmnaeh 
epic the hero is m ved by a morbid fear of death to seek immortali y but ' 

despite strenuous efforts he does not win this boon am is advised instead 
to male~ the most ot each dlJlV. 
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Gilgamesh, why dost thou run? Inasmuch as the 
• life thou scekest, 

Thou canst not find, for the gods on their first 
creation of mortals 

Death allotted to man, but life they retci.ned 
in their keeping. 

Gilgamesht Full be thy belly 
Each day and night be thou merry, and ape 

hold holiday revel ... 
I.et thou thy head be clean washed, and bathe, 

and the little onn cherish 
Holding they hand; and let also thy spouse 

be rejoiced in they bosom, 
tmis is the mission of man" 

This worldliness inevitable raised the question of heodicy- why do 

the righteous suffer--and Job had his antecedents in Mesopotamian 

literature, whlch reach back as far as a Sumerian poetic discourse 

on theodicy and retribution (circa 2000). 

The precise nature of the early patriarchal fclith is much debated. 

Such evidence as later editors allowed in the Genesis narrative emphasize 

a rather simple and unpompous practice not specifically associated with 

a temple site or a priest class. ,There is not even a set ritual calendar. 

The clan god appears to the clan head in the places where gods appear (in 

sacred groves, on high places, beside vener~ted altars) and onnounced his 

' special concern for their future, after which the grateful chieftan offers 

~Yan appropriate s~crifice or builds a ston: altar without benefit of c~ergy. 

,.r Whatever the actual fact the descend nts of the Hebrews always 

associated their beginnings with a re.ligious simplicity which was markedly 

different from both the royal cults of Babylonia and the sympathe.1c magic, 

the mime, and the orgiastic elements of Canaanite fertility rituals. 

Whpm did the Hebrews worship as divine? Some argue that Hebrew piety 

centered on the worship of one high Qod~-a su~reme . creator diety known as 
):) 

El Elyon or El Shaddai. These scholars argue"that the Biblical narrative P" f1.. It .ci r r 

.. ..,....._..,....,_e, Abraham worshipping the one God even before he leaves Harr an for 
..., . 
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Canaan. 2.) that there is no explicit state•nt in the Bible that God 

shared his sovereignity with other gods or goddesses. J.) that the 

altars and memorial stones raised by the patriarchs were dedicated only 

to the CID8 God or heaven and earhh. L.) that Moses is reported as 

summoning the Children of Israel and speaking to Pharoah in the nom of 

the one God or Abraham, Isaac, am Jacob, and S.) thaf\'i: religio s of 

this area during the second millenium generalq centered on such a high 

God who may be known by a variety of local manifestations and by a variety 

of names. According to this view each tribal chief entered into a personal 

relationship with co aanifestation of El. EL as the God of th patriarchal - -
tribes; thei only God, but not yet~nly God. Polle faith set great e., "5'-
store by tut aey cijAf'ties like the teraphim (Gen. 3la19) and believed 

wholeheartedly in spirits and demons. Such attitude ware not seen as 
I P c.> c.. ,:iQt ~" t disturbing. The Hebrews were not .,, nor did they deny all 

power t.o the godS and idols of other tribes 111d eo lea. e ,..,<l"") 
f~,tl Others find little evidence, if ~, or ma theism at t hie period. G f" 

Tliey hold that El Shaddai, El Roi, El Olaman and 11 El.yon are not various 

manifestations of a single high God El evoked tterent places or for 

different parpoa s but relics of a polytheism which snot been completely 

obliterated by later editors. They argue that each or the patriarchs 

established a covenant with his own special God: the El or Abraham (Gen. 28:13 -
Jl:L2, 53); the pabad (kinsman) of Isaac (Gen. 31:42, 53) and the bir 

1\..., f I t~~ f\.(l\f\.. <' (champion) of Jacob (Gen. 49:24). According to the theory Gods we distinct 
t\ " protective dieties which later piety elided into one. Those who h ld the 

view argue 1) that since the editors of Genesis obviously considered Yahweh-

the single God of Israel--as the God # who speaks with the patri rchs, it 

is revealing that he is so frequently g1 ven other nM1ee. 2.) that some 

of the n1119s or the tribes of Israel reveal their wor h p or a epeclal 

·. 
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protective god (Gad (possibq the god of fortUDB; Asher (the masculine -
counterpart of Asherah etc.) J.) that there is no evidence in Genesis 
of a purely religous tension between the Hebrews and their polytheistic·· 

neighbors. Quite the contrary there is much evidence that the high d){2._~ 

highest God of the Hebrews El was linked to long familiar pre-Hebrew - -----
cul.tic sites (El Betel (Gen. 31.13) El Elyon (God of Jerusalem (Gen. 1L:18f.), 
El Clam Gen. 21:33 in connection with Beersheba). Such worship could not 

help identify El with the ~ty previously worshipped at these shrines 
~ost often it is believed Hadad, the high God the heavens--the heights, 

and the stonns among Western Semites. The issue is not resolved. What 

can be said is that the later Hebrew tradition assumed that Abraham was 

the original monotheist and that even in its 

The Biblical record contains no explicit~,.- statement of Hebrews worshipping 

female dieties either then or in any other period and it is clear that 

there was no dogmatic pledge by the Hebrews to any specific Pantheon. I 

The Hebrews seem not to have de~l@ed an3· elaborate ritual and or set ' ( ~ 
religous calendar. ~od was not associated with an; s1;m1e place--a merchant . a <: ;:: .. 
people obviously moved from place to place and could not leave their GixJ 

behind. God did make himself manifest in certain places. Men sensed or 

heard God on certain heights, under epecific trees, by certa:I.n fountains-

in dreams or visions and monuments or altars were erected to commemorate 

the event. 

There was not, separate priest class. Men prayed, the headmen offered 

sacrifices, an it was hoped that the God would answer their prayors. 

Tribes had their tutelary d!ety. An individual chief HJ' have had his / 

personal god who became the •God or the Fathertt to his depementa and 

I 

I I 
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descend~nta. Already in the thiTd ■:iJlenium proper names evoke a god 

as •ta"1er" "brother" "kinsman". •Tl)e God of Abraham, th God of Isaac, 

am the God of Jacob" (Gen. 24:12ff.) is a God in relationship to a 

specific group of pE;,ople. The . j>tiety or a god within history and intimate ; 

I 

to man is apparently deeply rooted in Hebrew origins. 

< C The Hebrews do not seem to have been deeply impressed by the elaborate 

cosmological myths of Mesopotamia which alloted various senior gods specific 
insists 

roles in nature am creation. To be sure Albright .,,.,,;4¥, that Genesis 

reveals not only the worshi!J of El, but. also of ~ consort. 1nath and a -
son god Shaddai who is associated with mountains and probabli to be 
('\ r (. I ,'\ <f 

,. 

f'" s s . I • -r ,.._ t ' I • c)I. C) • . .., I I r. ( - \ Cl , i • ,., I ., I . .._ , • 

i'lF 1:'l ■d with Hadad,- Perh-i,s sane Hebrews didK· here were clans and 

tribesJeach with their separate practice; but the 
"''··r r 

simplicity of described ,.. 
?Y~ CD 

rites remains striking as p the absence of aey elaborate mytholcgy. 
'-" N fl e I , t 

Those elements of the Babylonian ntVth language which remain testtt, only 
" ,, 

to the deep impression these stories made on the idiCJD.;1and thought pattern ,,,. 

of the time. 

Patriarchal religion was 

nertlaes 

() ( ' 

seem to have taken over the myths an:l sympathetic magic of 

Western Asian fertility cults. The Heprews were not farmers. They were 

1 g ?or landless. The power they nee3 of God was protecti ve--for the way. • 

The seasonal death and rebirth of the earth was not as crucial as the 

sh1eld--the covenant--wbich a tutelary di'ety provided the te?Tors of 

landlessness and stat~lessness. Not une•pectedly it was their ties to 

1 "1 16 
a God who was not tied to a particular place--the cov nant--whioh pre-

~ 

occupied their thought. 

The Hebrews owed much to their Mesopotamian backp;round. They I'! I I _,.,--

acknowledged this debt freely. By the 13th and 14th century the Hebrewr's '-/ 

had had a long association with the cities and pastur lam• ot Canaan. 



Some clans seem to have established themselves within Canaan and to 

have remained there even during the period from Joseph to Moses when 

the Bible places them in Egypt. The transromation of the Hebrew tribes 

into a self conscious and unique community (msrael) awaited the Exodus 
~-tAI \~"1...ts- 0'-C....U"'-c, ~ 

and Sinai. ':caeaa ne£e the paramount and critical events on which all 

subsequent Judaism is founded. Still,the attitudes which the Tribes brought 

to Sinai remained important because they provided..-... ..-ethe raw material 

out of which later generations sculp'bed a distinctive way of life. There 
I 

was ,. ~Jg Judaism before Moses, yet Karry of the most important 

elements within Jewish life are to be traced back to gleanings which the 

Hebrews picked up ih their waixierings about the Fertile Crescent. 



onian Creation Story 

As (Mar)duk are the words of the gods, 
His heart p mpts (him) to create ingenious things. 
He convey • s id a to Ea, 
Imparting plan (which)h had conceived in his heart: 
''Blood will I form and cause bone to be; 
Then will I t up lullu, 1 Man' shall be his name! 
Yes, I will re ate lullu; Man! 
(Upon him) hall the services of the gods b imposed that they may be 
at re st. 
Moreover, I will ingeniously arrange the way, of the gods. 
They shall b honored alike, but they shall be divided into two 

(groups). 11 

Ea answered him, speaking a word to him, 
To make him change his mind concerning the relief of the gods: 
'

1Let a brother of theirs be delivered up; 
Let him be destroyed and men be fashioned. 
Let the great gods assemble hither, 
Let the guilty one be delivered up, and let them be established." 
Marduk assembled the great gods. 
Ordering (them) kindly (and) giving instructions. 
The gods pay attention to his word, 
As the king addresses a word to the Anunnaki, (saying:) 
''Verily, the former thing which we declared unto you has come true! 
(Also now) I speak the truth under an oath(?) by myself. 
Who was it that created the strife, 
And caused Tiamat to revolt and prepare for battle? 
Let him who created the strife be delivered up; 
I will make him bear his punishment, be ye at re st. 11 

The Igigi, the great gods, answered him, 
The 1Rking of the gods of heaven and earth, 11 the counselor of the gods, 

their lord: 
"Kingu it was who created the strife, 
And caused Tiamat to revolt and prepare for battle. '' 
They bound him and held him before Ea. 
Punishment they inflicted upon him by cutting (the arteries of) his 

blood. 
With his blood they created mankind, 
He impose the services of the gods (upon them) and set the gods free. 
After Ea, the wise, had created mankind, 
(And) they h d imposed the service of the gods upon them
That work was not suited to (human) understanding; 




