Bible Notes

By Richard T. Sale, author of Traitors.

    The old empires: the Babylonians, the Hittites, the Egyptians, the Assyrians, the Mesopotamians, used annals and chronicles to boast of their triumphs – the piling up of victorious battles, feats of building, the spread of territory, the grandeur of their kings – much of this effort inspired by rulers uneasy and uncertain about their future reputations and the fate of their glory in later generations. These chronicles embodied today’s very common vice of loudly tooting one’s own horn.  And like our own popular boastfulness, they lack any historical or moral perspective and did not stamp history with their imprint.
     Their chronicles were not historical in any real sense. They displayed no love of their nation’s past, its beginnings, its mechanics, its gods, and its cosmologies. This inadequate way of dealing with history abruptly changed when a group of nomads began to write their history 500 years before Herodotus began his. Their tale centered on an event that they, as a people, could not get over, an event that acted to focus their minds on the significance of what had happened to them, fastening on this single tale in which a single omnipotent God had acted to bestow on them their freedom, a God who was always present and active within their affairs.  
      That people were the ancient Hebrews, the Israelites, and that event was Yahweh’s liberation of them from bondage in Egypt. This people slowly learned, not just to worship God, but to carry on a dialogue with Him, questioning his judgments, resisting his laws, relying his guidance and resenting it at the same time, but always developing a new and stronger relationship with Him. That event – the escape from Egypt -- gnawed at them, troubled them, obsessed them, and it caused them to think about themselves and history in a profoundly new way. In other words, history for the Israelites is totally different from Assyrian or Babylonians chronicles because it has an ethical element, a sense of indebtedness to God, which theirs completely lacked. 
     Of course, to write about the Bible these days of the Christian Right who believe that the Earth is only 6,000 years old, instead of 4.5 billion, means that any amateur writer like me is charging headfirst into furious headwinds of bigoted ignorance.  It is like wearing huge snow shoes in a minefield – a dangerous undertaking. Yet even I was astonished by the claim by fundamentalists that any insights coming from latest archeological studies were immediately labeled “anti-biblical.” Even respected Jewish military historians such as Richard Gabriel and Steven Schwartz, who believe in a fundamentalist reading of the Old Testament, are called “anti-biblical” by the semi-literate. But all the same, these historians give excellent accounts to prove that the Israelites in Egypt, far from being slaves, were part of a well-trained mercenary military group that served Pharaoh.  Gabriel asserts that the Israelites in Egypt were “armed to the teeth.” The only weapon they lacked was chariots, he said. When the Hebrews revolt and leave, Moses uses his strategically and tactical brilliance to outwit the pursuing Egyptian army.  Moses knows the terrain – he has been in that area for forty years -- and it is a breathtaking moment when he suddenly turns off the main road of escape at Goshen, and turns south into the desert. 
     The use of the pillar of cloud by day the pillar of fire by night are not miraculous -- they were simply common devices of command and control used by Egypt and used by Moses as a way of keeping the Israelite mass together in a coherent group.  Moses shows deep cunning when he heads south for the Sea of Reeds. During the parting of the Red Sea epic, the waves do not part dramatically, as they do in the ferociously vulgar Cecil B. DeMille movies.  Instead, Gabriel and Schwartz tell of how Moses outwitted the Egyptians because he put the pillar of fire (from embrasures) between the Egyptians and his forces, thus blinding the Egyptians as the Hebrews escaped.  Gabriel and Schwartz make clear that the DeMille version of the parting of the Red Sea is in their words “a fantasy.” The Sea of Reeds is a shallow marsh sited on the southeast of the Mediterranean.  The water there is not deep.  When the southeast wind blows, the Sea of Reeds is essentially empty of water, and on that day, the tide was out, and that is what allowed the Israelites to cross safely. The Egyptians drowned because the tide came back in, and their heavy chariots stuck on the mud when the tide rose.
The Omnipotent God
  Somehow the Israelites, early on in their history, believed in an omnipotent God, Yahweh, and his existence inspires in them a sense of indebtedness for the freedom that He gave them by helping them flee from Egypt. He is a God who pointed the way to their future, a future that is dependent on the goodness and uprightness of the people who serve Him. It is God that makes them exist -- in Him they live and move and have their being, and the purpose of history, as Yahweh sees it, is for hie people to do his bidding.  Yahweh is a God of details, rituals, ceremonies, a complicated, many-sided God, but what emerges over time is that He is a God that treasures human life in all its forms because of His relationship with his own created creatures, (“man is created in His Image,” which is a central tenet of the Israelites creed. Yahweh is a God who cares, encourages, treasures, supports, inspires, but he can also be cruel, vindictive and merciless if his people misbehave or violate his precepts. He is a God who feels deeply about women. Think of the Book of Ruth or Sarah or Rahab of Jericho. He emphatically is a God of justice, “Let thy wickedness correct thee,” He says. The Israelites are supposed to have a sense of humility before Him, an acknowledgement of their inequality of power, a reverence for His supervision and keen farsightedness. But He is a God not to be crossed.  Yet the sufferings brought on by their disobedience always touch His heart.
     The notion of the Promised Land, a gift that had to be earned by righteous conduct, is perhaps the most inspiring and peculiar feature of the Hebrew religion, but its promise are very broad: “To your descendents, I give this land from the River of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates, the land of the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the Kadmoniteds, the Hittites, the Penzzits, the Rephraim, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashie and the Jedusites.” Yet these promises are always conditional, they always on probation, dependent on how his Chosen People behave, how they live up to His demand that they, like all of us, shape our lives by kindness, mercy and justice. 
Futile Efforts
   Paul Johnson is an historian I much admire.  His Modern Times is a classic. He has a great power of statement, a talent for lucid explanation, a wide grasp of his material, and he is all energy, very deft and clever in his use of the language, and superb in realizing its dramatic possibilities. But in his History of the Jews, Johnson opens this truly remarkable book, he spends pages in his first chapter trying to prove that the narratives of Genesis and Exodus are literally true, and he describes actual facts, and that there exists evidence that Noah actually existed, and he goes along, citing long-discredited scholarship. This is a futile exercise. Ignoring or dismissing archeology is a fatal error.  His book came out in 1987, and its portrait of its “new” evidence is a waste of time for the reader.
    In my view, to try and read the Bible literally is impossible and to do so misses the point of God’s purpose, whether you believe in Him or not. Straining after gnats of fact is futile because what matters is the emotional truth of the Old Testament, the force and living presence of that truth. The British historian Herbert Butterfield once said that an anecdote about Winton Churchill, while not a fact, could actually convey a truth about Churchill and his personality that a factual story could not. The same thing could be said about the reality of the Old Testament.  Much of the Old Testament isn’t factual; it isn’t borne out by evidence.  But there are events, even though mythical, that express its inner being as a set of facts could not.  
     The history of the Jews was written literary artists of consummate skill. The Old Testament is littered with truly ancient fragments including the Blessing of Noah, the Song of the Well, Joshua’s command to the sun and moon, some old riddles and mention of ancient laws. It used to be thought that the father of the Hebrew’s history was Abiathar, the literary artist of dazzling genius who relates some of the oldest Biblical history in the world beginning around 1000 BCE. He set down the history of David. Fifty years later, another writer first set down the epic of the Old Testament in the “J” document. 
    Reading Paul Johnson on the first chapters of the Old Testament one begins to wonder how carefully he had read those chapters. There are two accounts of creation in Genesis, and yet he doesn’t note them or their contradictions. There are two accounts of Saul being made king.  David is twice introduced to Saul. There are two accounts of David having spared Saul’s life. We also read that Goliath was killed by David, yet in another chapter the story names Elhanan as the killer.  Clearly there are two different writers at work writers with different intonations, phraseology, methods, styles, talents, and differing sets of facts and legends brought to coherent meaning by marvelous skill.
   Johnson says, quite rightly, that Moses “is the fulcrum-figure in Jewish history, the hinge around which all things turn.” It was under Moses that the real history of the Hebrews began. Scholars have asserted that Moses lived to be as old as six hundred years.  It is somewhat suspicious to newer scholars that the pharaoh that oppressed the Hebrews is not ever named in the Old Testament. Many scholars used to think that it was Ramses the II who died about 1225 BCE. It has become the habit to date Exodus about 125- BCE. Moses is credited with writing Exodus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, but doubts arise. We read about the death of  Moses and clearly he wasn’t able to write about his own demise. So someone else was writing his biography.
     And it slowly dawns on that the Old Testament is a work of deliberate, careful, supremely gifted literary geniuses who were filled with radiant spirituality, natures sensitive to vast regions of religious experience, alight with the idea of a loving God. It is very clear in reading First and Second Samuel that at least two different artists were at work, each having his own style, his own vocabulary, and his own dramatic methods of presenting the facts and a feel for the various human actors in these stories. It pays us to remind ourselves that The Old Testament was written by human beings, not instruments of some unclear and murky purpose. The moral truths of the Old Testament are radiant and imperishable. What speaks clearly from the stories is their convincing validity and their enduring vitality. There is a truth that looms over the recited facts, and that truth speaks to whatever good resides in our natures. It lives in our higher spheres of our minds. It is good to study the “J” narrative that deals with the epic of Israel, the narrative that uses stories that were hundreds years old or to study the “E” narrative that names “Elohim” as God and which was written two hundred years more after the “J” document. Whatever their merits, these stories act as a medium between God and man and that is their unimpeachable worth. It was, after all Leviticus that said, “Love they neighbor as thy self.” In that verse the ethics of the Hebrews reach their highest point.
    In any case, I would sincerely like to have responses to what I’ve written.  The events of the Bible are often true in unexpected ways.  Some historians like Richard Gabriel are simply hostile to any archeological discoveries as unbiblical. But new evidence sheds new light. That should be the sacred purpose behind reading the Bible. It rescues insight from dogma, and it acts free the soul from outdated percepts.
If there is any interest, I would like to write more. I grew up with the Bible as a boy.
     I close with an urgent admonition to everyone not to watch the History Channel’s “The Bible” series. It worships Hollywood Mammon, not God. It is truly is anti-Biblical.

