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DIGEST

This thesis explores reading strategies for approaching difficult issues in
the Jewish canon. The paper focuses on the Israelites’ annihilation of other
nations and related motifs. A relevant premise is the assumption that how liberal
Jews read and discuss cthically problematic issues affects the character of liberal
Jewish religious life.

“Towards a Land: Israclite Ethnic Identity,” the first chapter, introduces
the ethical issues of the Israclites’ destruction of other nations. E. Theodore
Mullen, Jr. provides the basis for approaching the Bible as a document reflecting
the formation of Israelite ethnic identity.

The second chapter, “Reading with Intent: Ethical Criticism and Theory,”
summarizes ideas of four scholars: Wayne C. Booth, Martha Nussbaum, Richard
Rorty and Seyla Benhabib. These scholars provide strategies that empower
readers to ask questions of the text and to make aesthetic and value judgments
about it.

Chapter Three, entitled “Land, Covenant and Israclite Ethnicity in the
Bible,” examines four biblical motifs: the promise of the land, the theme of a land
of milk and honey, the Israelite displacement of other nations and the concept of
sacred altars in the land. The chapter provides a reading of these motifs which is
informed by the theorists discussed in Chapter Two.

“Understanding Israelite Destruction Today,” the fourth chapter, discusses

the implications of the issues raised in Chapters Two and Three. It integrates the




two chapters and addresses conclusions about how liberal Jews can read the Bible
and discuss it responsibly.

The fifth chapter, “A Letter to the Future,” is a more personal conclusion.
It is in the form of a letter to the author’s future descendents. This chapter
considers the practical and personal implications of the research, writing and

conclusions of this thesis.
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INTRODUCTION

Genocide still happens. In the past century alone, genocide was
perpetrated against the Jews, the Darfuris, the Armenians, the Tutsis, the
Cambodians, the Bosnians and more. What does and does not constitute
genocide is a matter of public debate. Just this fall, Congress voted to designate
the killings of Armenians in Turkey during World War I genocide, sparking
coutroversy in the White House and with the Turkish government. It took
lobbyists and legislators years of work for Congress to designate the situation in
Darfur genocide. Yet, genocide is not a twentieth and twenty-first century
phenomenon. While technology of mass killing has changed drastically in the last
centuries, the concept of destroying entire nations or peoples is nothing new.

What constitutes genocide? According to the United Nations’ first
definition in 1948, genocide is the systematic attempt to exterminate a national,
racial, ethnic or religious group. Modern examples of genocide are characterized
by mass violence, made ever easier by technological advances which make killing
more efficient and less personal. Philip Goutevitch, a journalist who reported on
the genocide perpetrated against the Tutsis in Rwanda, considers the concept of
genocide: “We imagine it’s a greater crime to kill ten then one, or ten thousand
than one thousand. Is it? ... The death toll may grow, and with it our horror,
but the crime doesn’t grow proportionally” (201). One can understand genocide
as many murders. As such, genocide becomes a crime of magnitude. At the same
time, genocide is more than simply killing on a large scale. As Gourevitch

suggests, “What distinguishes genocide from murder . . . is the intent. The crime




1s wanting to make a people extinct. The idea is the crime. To [picture it] you
must accept the principle of the exterminator and see not people but # people”
(201-202). For Gourevitch, the mindset of annihilation sets genocide apart from
other crimes.

In the Bible, the Israclites decimate seven nations so that they will have
plenty of wide open space in their promised land. In different parts of the Bible,
from Genesis to Deuteronomy to Joshua to Nehemiah, this destruction is
mentioned. There are so many passages that one cannot discount the prose as an
anomaly, odd insertion or mistaken addition to the canon. Such prose was
intentional. There 1s the unfortunate reality that the annihilation of peoples
occurs in the most sacred of Jewish texts. Not only is it intentional, but it is
related to such meta-themes as land, covenant and ethnicity in the Bible. To talk
about annihilation is to talk about these other themes, too.

As modern Jews, shocked and horrified to the core by genocide, how are
we to respond to such events in our own texts? Do they coastitute genocide, as
we understand it today? We would not want to teach our children that our own
Bible supported just what we reject in the modern world. As liberal Jews who
want to critique the canon without losing religious commitment, how are we to
read thesc texts? How do we talk about them in our holy places? Talking about
the Bible is more than studying some text because it is interesting. Because of the
Bible’s place in world religions and in Judaism itself, a conversation about
genocide in the Bible quickly becomes a conversation about how to think about

Judaism’s oldest text and how to read religious texts in general.




Through my yecars of schooling in both the secular academy and in
rabbinical school, | have come to believe that what we read and how we read
affects how we choose to live. For Jews, no text has more thoroughly influenced
the religion than the Bible has. How we choose to read and interpret the Bible
affects how we practice Judaism. The goal of this project is to explore how to
read about genocide (and by implication, how to rcad the Bible in general); in

other words, our task is to explore an cthics of reading Jewishly.




TOWARDS A LAND: ISRAELITE ETHNIC IDENTITY

The Bible tcems with stories and themes about the Israclites’ relationship
to their promised land. Land is a central focus of the Bible, though this focus
manifests itself in varied ways in different parts of the Bible. In Genesis and
Exodus, for example, the authors present possession of the land as a promise.
The land is the haven promised to the Israclites after gencrations of wandering
and slavery. In Deuteronomy and Joshua, the land is finally attainable, though
given to the Israelites only with the condition that they will follow a complex
system of civil and religious laws. In prophetic literature, the loss of land is
threatened and mourned. The theme of land has three primary aspects: the land
as promised, the land as conditional, the land as gone.

The concept of land and land ownership in the Bible is fraught with moral
problems. Particularly in the Deuteronomic corpus, the Israelites’ relationship
with the land brings hope but is mired in the problem of the other resident
nations.' In otder to enter and take possession of the land, a host of other
nations is to be annihilated. Who does the annihilating varies: sometimes God,
sometimes the Israelites.

As first steps, the biblical writers detail how the people should act upon
entering a new land, how they should set up their settlements, and how they
should maintain their ethnic identity while trying to adapt to life in a new land.

Beyond that, repeatedly, the writers create an entrance requirement for the

! Ironically, or perhaps unexpectedly, it is in these books that the Israelites “dwell” in the land. True to life, the
tarther the [sraelites are from land ownership (i.e. in an older story or with the land as a recent memory), the
simpler the relatonship becomes.




promised land: the other nations must first be annihilated or banished. In order
to make room for the Israelites and to give them authority over the land, the
biblical writers describe the necessity of and directions for eradication of other
ethnic groups.

As liberal Jews, how are we to react to such texts? What are we to do
when we read our classic text, and we read about genocide and ethnic cleansing?
Many of us make an assumption that the Bible is something that links us to our
tradition and is valuable. How, then, do we reconcile this messy dilemma of
finding abhorrent material in our most sacred of texts? Discomfort with texts is
not contingent on religtous commitment: struggling with the complexitics of our
canon is not just a task for rabbis and Jewish scholars. It is a task for all who are
heirs to a tradition, who inherit a textual corpus and who live in a society where
individuals are part of biblically-based religions. Commitment only depends on
whether or not a reader can find value in an ethically problematic text. Sadly, if
no positive value can be found, then why not simply discard the text? My premise
here is that our canon, and the Torah specifically, have positive and redeeming
value.

Aside from blindly accepting the text, historically there have been two
primary ways of handling ethically problematic material in our canon. We might
skip over such verses, so as to ignore the affronting brutality. If we act like the
verses are not there, then we can pretend they do not exist. Or, we might give a
quick pause, only long enough to say, “Well, those people lived in a different
time. Their values were not as well-developed as our own.” We cast off the

biblical writers as inferior to us moderns. Yet, if we want our Judaism to be
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infused with the benefits of modernity and post-modernity, then we will agree
that both of these approaches fall short. Neither addresses the ethical, moral, and
religious issues of land and cthnicity within our inherited tradition.

We can create an approach to reading the Bible that gives us a framework
to discuss difficult issues within our texts. Such an approach also keeps us from
getting so mired in these issues that we think about little else. The goal is not to
become consumed in a cycle where we can think of only the challenging parts of
our tradition, not retaining energy to focus on the rest. The way we talk about
our texts informs the way we talk about our traditions, which informs the rituals
in which we choose to participate and pass on to later generations. How we talk
about the Bible, its writers, and the worlds in which the text was written informs
how we view Jewish history and how we approach religion in general. Do we
have the authority to challenge our canon and make change? Is our collection of
sacred texts closed, or do we have an ongoing duty to mold and form it with our
ethics and creativity?

How we approach our canon also affects our actions. How we view those
who wrote long ago mirrors how we form relationships with others who lived in
cultures distant from our own. How we talk about cthics in different eras also
reflects if and to what extent we feel comfortable making ethical judgments today.
Striving to create a method for discussing the ethics of the Bible influences how
we understand our religion both inside and outside of our synagogue walls. Our
path towards an ethics of reading the difficult stories in our Bible must begin with

the text itself.
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AN OVERVIEW OF MULLEN’S THESIS ABOUT THE ISRAELITES’ LAND AND
ETHNIC FORMATION

E. Theodotre Mullen Jt. reads the Deuteronomic corpus as invented or
revisionist history. These texts’ purpose was to create Israelite ethnic identity.
Mullen’s work allows us to study the context of the text and attempt to
understand 1t. What could prompt the Deuteronomists to write about genocide?
Did they have ethical problems with it? In order to consider these questions, we
must go to the text itself, using Mullen’s scholarship as our starting point.

The Israelites’ relationship with land, ethnicity and covenant is consistently
tied to the annihilation of other nations. The premise of the covenant is that God
will give the land to the Israelites, a land free of other peoples and obstacles. In
return, the Israelites must follow all of God’s commandments, including allowing
and participating in the destruction of other peoples. This conditional covenant is
described in the Deuteronomic books.*

Mullen argues that the Deuteronomic corpus’ primary goal is the formation
of Israclite ethnic identity, Mullen suggests that the Deuteronomic books were
written to advocate a concept of historically-based ethnic identity that would
provide a way for the Israelites to maintain their distinctiveness in the Babylonian
exile. Mullen secks to analyze the text “as it might have functioned with respect
to the formation of the community whose identity as an ethnic group was
threatened by exile with complete assimilation and ethnic dissolution” (Narrative

5).

2'The Deuteronomic books include Deuteronomy, Joshua, I and 11 Samuel, and I and II Kings. This thesis
focuses on passages in Deuteronomy and Joshua.
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Mullen uses contemporary research in identity formation and ethnic studies
to create a modcl of group building with which he can analyze Deuteronomic

texts. Using A.ID. Smith’s The Ethnic Origins of Natigons and other scholarly

works as a basis, Mullen suggests that “ethnic groups are built upon shared
memories of 2 common history that binds members together and separates them
from others” (Narrative 15). In addition to investigating ethnic groups, Mullen
defines a function of religion as the “development and maintenance of ethnic
groups” (Narrative 37). Religious rituals and belief systems can create group
identity, meaning and purpose for and within the group. The sense of belonging
to a group develops meaning, in addition to the other meanings that the group
asserts for its members. The construction of common history, symbols and rituals
constructs group sentiment and identity. In order to create group identity, each
cthnic group must also determine boundaries. There are limits as to what a group
member can do and still remain part of the group. For the Deuteronomists, group
membership meant understanding the reciprocity in covenant and then following
God’s commandments. Morcover, the Deuteronomists attempted to create clarity
of group boundaries by demonizing other ethnic groups and limiting relations
with them.

Based on the concept that one way to create ethnic group identity is by
sharing stories and concepts of history, Mullen posits that the Israelites needed a
shared series of stories in order to succeed as a group. He writes, “Ethnic groups
are built upon shared memories of a common history as a creation whose purpose
was to provide a set of boundaries for the community for which it was produced”

(Narrative 14). A lack of common history and fear of deteriorating ethnic identity
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might prompt the creation of new storics and merging of those and existing
stories and merging into a larger history; the goals are both to maintain and create
group identity and authority within a group.

Mullen’s argument demonstrates that the Israelite conception of land
ownership and covenant is intricately tied to the development of Israelite identity.
The covenant, as laid out in Deuteronomy, centers upon a reciprocal relationship
between God and the Israelites. God will give the Israclites the land and protect
them in return for the Israelites scrupulously following God’s commandments. 1f
the Israclites fail to follow the commandments then their ability to live peacefully
in the land becomes jeopardized.

The Deuteronomic writers were able to succeed in the goal of creating
ethnic boundaries through the creation of a “historical” text detailing the purpose
of the Israelite people, a meta-understanding of their role in the world order and
how they are to live. There is success in this effort: the historical narrative
created was not too radical to be accepted by the Israelite population and yet
radical enough to propose a solution to current problems. The Deuteronomists’
solution was a new understanding of Israelite history and purpose. They created,
or re-created, a “narrative form of ‘social dramas’ . .. a common myth of
descent, a history that could be shared by the group facing the tragedies of exile”
{Narrative 10).

Mullen names tssues that likely plagued the Israelites in exile: a time of
crisis and chaos and a change in authority as the Israelite monarchical dynasty was
destroyed. Yet, the legacy of the priesthood could be adapted to a new locale by

re-envisioning the concept of priesthood and sacred space. In exile, without the
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Temple, the priests would have no duties and thus no role. This high class of
individuals transformed their roles to be independent of the Temple site, for there
was no central worship site in the Diaspora. While during the monarchy the
priests performed the ritual sacrifices, in the exile the priests became the
instigators and arbitrators of proper ritual practice.

Mullen suggests that the Israelites also began to assimilate into Babylonian
society and experienced a loss of identifying factors. In response to the issues
arising during Babylonian exile, Mullen explains that a section of the Israelites in
exile joined together to create the Deuteronomic school. The purpose of this
coalition was to renew Israelite ethnic identity “on the basis of land, leader and
focus” (Narrative 9). Mullen is careful to note that these writers and visionaries
did not work to create this ethnicity out of nothing. Israelite identity existed
prior to the exile. Instead, Mullen argues that “it became necessary to redefine
and recreate what would become ‘Israelite’ . . . ethnicity” (Narrative In. 24).

Mullen takes the concept of cthnic identity formation and proceeds to use
it to help him understand the authorship and dating of the Deuteronomic corpus.
We can investigate questions of authorship, because determining who wrote a text
can lend valuable insights into the goals of the text, how much authority it had,
and how it was received and understood. Mullen begins with the conclusion that
the Deuteronomic authors wrote in Babylonian exile, a chaotic time when group
identity markers would not be clear. Mullen suggests that the earliest date that
the Deuteronomic history could have been completed between 561 and 550
B.C.E., though proto-versions probably existed before these dates. In inferring

dates of composition, Mullen is careful to remark that it is unlikely that the
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history was completely invented in this short period. Rather, “there is every
reason that various traditions and materials, some of which may have been in
written form, composed a base from which an account of Israel and Judah, from

its entry into Canaan to its exile in Babylon could be created” (Narrative 9).

Beyond this discussion of Deuteronomic dating, Mullen does not make an effort
to specifically date the works, saying instead that precise dating is a matter of
great scholarly debate and that he prefers to concentrate on the cultural
background and the reasons for the composition rather than on the dating.

The texts are bound by the fact that they are all written documents, a
simple observation but one with important implications. Deuteronomic writers
were literate, meaning they were of the elite and had the funds and time to write.
Only a small segment of individuals was taught to read and write, and they were
taught for practical purposes, rather than as a component of general education for
upper classes. Some of these needs include: monarchical historians, scribes, and
others associated with the priestly caste. Even those individuals who read and
wrote to earn a living did nct have the time to spend writing for pleasure. People
funded writing for a purpose. Eventually, the Deuteronomists’ telling of Israelite
history became the dominant choice, evidenced by its prominence in the Bible.
One sees the prominence of the Deuteronomists in the legacy of Deuteronomic
perspectives of land, covenant, and the Israelites relationship with God.

Although the Deuteronomic writers attempted to use literature to form “an

ideally visioned ethnic group called ‘Israel” (Narrative, 12), the Deuteronomists

were likely not the only ideologues trying to fill the vacuum created by the

changing nature of Israelite culture in the exile. Mullen urges readers to see the
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Deuteronomist as a single voice “among competing visionaries” (Narrative 13).
As such, the Deuteronomic corpus, like the entire Bible, reflects the evolution of
Israelite identity. Yet overall, the Deuteronomic message is clear: “The
Deuteronomic history serves as a narrative realization of the special nature of this
people Israel and an exposition of the ethnic descriptors that should be applied to
them, and serves to produce a prophetically program of this ‘holy people’ in the
land that Yahweh had promised their fathers” (Narrative 18).

The Israelites used the Bible to create ethnic tdentity. The notion of
writing prose to create group solidarity may be an Israelite invention. Mullen’s
argument introduces the concept that a function of the biblical text may be
different than what it actually says. The literal meaning of the text may diverge
from its function. Mullen’s analysis of the context behind this dichotomy
provides us with the background to read the Bible. Based on Mullen’s work, one
can understand the Bible as a document teeming with ideology, whose main
purpose is to create Israelite ethnic identity (though there are competing claims
within the Bible as to the nature of that identity). With this meta-understanding

of the Bible as a backdrop, it is time to consider our strategies of reading.
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READING WITH INTENT: ETHICAL ITICISM AND EORY

Ideally, what one reads affects how one chooses to live. Reading has the
power to transform: to alter conceptions, visions and action. When done with
intent, reading has the power to influence how to respond to the world and how
to understand history. Yet, reading does not always function so romantically.
Often it is possible to read thoughtlessly—an article here, a book there—with
little or no impact. It would be foolish to ignore the many people for whom
reading has no emotional or intellectual effect, those who read rarely and do not
pause to consider the implications of reading. It is also important to remember
that just because reading can affect living, reading does not always affect living
positively. Sadly, it is all too easy to think of individuals who have begun
campaigns of murder, terror, and havoc due to being “inspired” by reading.
Reading is not always the impetus for beneficial transformation.

I recognize that reading does not always galvanize thoughtfulness as I
might hope it would, but I also realize that there remains a speech community of
readers committed to reading critically. This thesis is for those who are
committed to reading with intention and for those who want to learn. Reading
responsibly means considering the implications of how we use and share what we
read. As responsible readers, we can evaluate the ethics of texts. In addition to
arriving at ethical judgments, we can consider how we reach our conclusions and
how we determine how responsible our methodology is. In this section, I present

four contemporary scholars whose works help create a responsible teading
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strategy that has room for discussions about unpalatable aspects of the Jewish

canon. Taken together these scholars can provide a way to read our canon.

BOOTH AND NUSSBAUM: WHAT TO READ AND HOW TO READ?

Ethical criticism, as Wayne C. Booth and as Martha Nussbaum understand
it, assumes that what we read can affect our thoughts and actions; therefore, we
must take care in choosing, evaluating and transmitting what we read.” Both
individuals take it upon themselves to consider the ways in which we can
determine what we want to read and how we think about what we have already
read.

Ethical criticism relies upon the reader’s careful and thoughtful analysis,
basing itself on our understandings of our community and culture at a particular
moment in time (Booth 488). Booth leaves open the possibility that our ethical
readings might change over time, but he does suggest that some analyses will
remain more constant. Booth acknowledges categories of literature that can be
considered cthically acceptable and ethically problematic by the majority. Yet, he
1s more concerned with how we approach the more ambiguous middle category of
classical works with ethically problematic aspects. Booth accepts that how we
react ethically might change moderately over time and simply advocates self-
awarencss when looking for literature to be part of our canon (ibid).

Ethical criticism does not make any false claims to impartiality (Booth 24).
Rather, it relies on readers’ subjective impressions and analyses. Unlike

deconstructionism, which proposes interpretations ad infinitum, ethical criticism

* Despite both Booth and Nussbaum’s endorsement of ethical criticism, they do not shy away from noting its
pitfalls, especially when used without nuance.
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allows readers to embrace the ability to take a stand regarding the quality of a
text. It also opens the door for a reader’s ethics to enter into dialogue with the
impressions of other readers rather than stand in opposition to other readings.
For Booth and Nussbaum, ethical criticism focuses not only on the
relationship of the rea‘der to the text but on a more complex system of symbioses
between reader and text. Booth identifies three different voices to whom every
reader—no matter how naive—is always reacting: “That of the immediate teller,
or narrator who takes the whole tale straight and who expects the listener to do
the same; that of the implied author, who knows that the telling is in one scnse an
artifictal construct but who takes responsibility for it . . . ; and the inferable voice
of the flesh-and-blood person for whom this telling is only one concentrated
moment selected from the infinite complexities of ‘real’ life” (Booth 125), This
triad of authorial voices allows for more nuance in the discussion of what (if any)
responsibility an author has to his or her audience. In addition to the three
authorial voices, Booth denotes a reader’s three voices: “That of the immediate
believer, who pretends that this story is happening . . . ; that of the one who
‘knows’ even if only unconsciously, that he or she is dwelling in a selected,
concentrated and hence in some sense ‘unreal’ or ‘artificial’ world; and that of the
flesh-and-blood person whose extra-narrative life, though perhaps forgotten for
the duration of the listening, impinges on it in myriad untraceable ways” (ibid).
Booth suggests that ethical criticism deals with the relationship between the
implied author and the actual reader. The author has a responsibility in creating
the implied author, just as the reader has a responsibility in choosing what to read

and in how to interact with that text (Booth 125). No matter how old a text is or
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how many have previously read it, each reader interacts with a text when reading
critically, by asking questions of the text and challenging it.

Booth and Nussbaum are careful not to suggest ethical criticism as the only
possible reading for a text or to insist that there cannot be a spectrum of ethics in
a single work (Linder 11). Furthermore, Booth suggests that as readers we must
acknowledge “that all statements of truth are partial . . . and [embrace] the very
plurality that from other perspectives may scem threatening. We not only
recognize that there are many true narratives; we celebrate the multiplicity,
recognizing that to be bound to any one story would be to surrender most of what
we care for” (Booth 345). This partiality allows for a tradition of multiculturalism
and multivocality.

In cultures that have bodies of literature, cach and every generation
participates in the creation and maintenance of its canon(s). As such, as readers,
each of us has a responsibility to choose what we read and how we read. As
Nussbaum notes, we are judged (and can judge ourselves) by the company we
keep, and by the texts we choose to influence our lives and the messages we pass
on to later generations (Nussbaum 234). Booth and Nussbaum recognize that as
texts affect us, they come to make significant changes in the lives of their readers.
As readers, we take on the role of the intermediary between the text and how it is
manifest in the world. Booth and Nussbaum implore us to take this responsibility
seriously.

Booth’s considerations of cthical criticism began with an incident with a
colleague at the University of Chicago in the late 1960s. Paul Moses, an African-

American professor, felt uncomfortable teaching Huckleberry Finn due to racism
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in Mark Twain’s portrayal of Jim. Moses’ colleagues, including Booth, could not
believe Moses would not want to teach such a classic piece of literature. Booth
began the thought process which eventually led to the book The Company We
Keep: An Ethics of Fiction, with the assumption that “teachers should concern
themselves with what a novel might 4o to a student” (Booth 4).

Based on Booth’s experience with Paul Moses, Booth became determined
to examine his own canon, to see how the literature in it might affect him and
others. As modern, liberal Jews, we can use Booth’s approach to examine our
own canon, including our biblical literature. As jews, we are heirs to centuries of
written tradition, some of which is astonishingly beautiful and relevant and some
of which is contrary to our modern, liberal ethics. What do we do when our
canon introduces themes like divinely-ordered genocide? Do we ignore it? Do
we, in the vein of Paul Moses, decide to stop teaching it at all? Booth’s concept
of ethical criticism provides us with an alternative route for reading and

evaluating aspects of the Bible.

RORTY: SOLIDARITY BASED ON CONTINGENCY

Philosopher Richard Rorty’s triad of contingency, irony and solidarity is a
non-foundationalist, non-relativistic theory of approaching philosophy and the
world. He believes that the apparent paradox of avoiding both foundationalism
and relativism is not actually a paradox. Moreover, he proposes a new way of
ordering the world and our relationships in it. Although Rorty counters the

common assumption that essential or universal truth exists, he does not leave us’
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to flounder in attempts to cling to vestiges of meaning. Rorty creates an
alternative, constructed way to find meaning while rejecting essentialism.

In contrast to Rorty’s ideas, a culturally dominant notion is that truth exists
independent of people. For example, many religionists believe that religion is the
revealed word of God, or more specifically, that the Bible is the revealed word of
God. This foundational belief becomes the basis for a host of other beliefs and
actions, such as what the purpose of humanity is, how to act on a daily basis, or
how to regard each word of the biblical text. Such a belief is cssentialist, because
it creates a premise that becomes the basis for how one relates to the world.
Rorty opposes essentialist notions of truth, instead creating a constructivist
approach beginning with his concept of contingency. Rorty defines contingency
as the reality that “there is nothing ‘beneath’ socialization or prior to history
which is definatory of the human” (xiii). Nothing can exist in a vacuum: no
person, event, or philosophical outlook. If nothing can exist independently of the
world around it, then there are no essential truths or universal ideas. For
example, the concept that murder is wrong may be a good principle, but it is
contingent on the socicties and communities in which it exists. Although most
human communities have laws preventing murder and many modern communities
see all humans as equal, these ideas do not exist as absolute truths. Everything,
from how we conceive of history to our religions to our relationships, is
contingent on where we are born and how we live. Rorty further points out that
even our usc of language—the very tool that helps us to shape, explain and
understand our teality—is contingent. Rorty suggests “that we try no/ to want

something which stands beyond institutions and history™ (189). We must look
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into our own circumstances to find ways to create meaning. The realization that
our beliefs are contingent could lead us to relativism, but Rorty chooses to take
his argument in a different direction.

Conventionally, irony is the additional meaning that occur when 2
definition of a word includes something other than its literal meaning. Rorty
devotes the second section of his argument to irony and modifies the definiton.
Rorty calls an ironist “one who fulfills three conditions: (1) She has radical and
continuing doubts about the final vocabulary she currently uses . .. (2) she
realizes that argument phrased in her present vocabulary can neither underwrite
nor dissolve these doubts; (3) insofar as she philosophizes about her situation, she
does not think that her vocabulary is closer to reality than others, that it is in
touch with a power not herself” (73). For Rorty, our reality is shaped by the
vocabulary we have available to us, and therefore our thinking is also limited by
our vocabulary. Thus, we are contingent upon our vocabulaty, as our vocabulary
shapes our thoughts and their limitations. Recognizing the limitations of
vocabulary makes someone an ironist, for he or she realizes that there are multiple
ways of understanding the world, based on the contingencies of language alone
(let alone other contingencies). Last, just as an ironist recognizes that as each of
us is contingent, so too are all of us contingent. We are @/ limited by our
contingency on language, and we are united in this limitation.

The third section of Rorty’s argument is his solution to the problems
caused by our becoming ironists and realizing our contingency. If universal truth
or absolute morality does not exist, then how do we go about creating meaning

and relationships in our lives? Rorty’s answer is his concept of solidarity. He
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calls solidarity “something within each of us—our essential humanity—which
resonates to the presence of this same thing in other human beings” (189). Rorty
suggests that we can find solidarity by finding recognizable others, and by seeing
aspects of ourselves in them. In identifying and relating to others our shared
humanity can unite us. The concept of ‘essential humanity’ is foundationalist if
one believes that the concept is inalienable or divinely bestowed.

Rorty, ever the ironist, recognizes the contingency of the idea of shared
humanity and posits that we can all recognize the commonality of our shared
contingencies. For Rorty, the concept of human solidarity does not arise out of a
foundationalist concept of underlying humanity but out of the common
recognition that we can all feel defeat, humiliation, loss and hope. Rorty suggests
that “my position is #ef incompatible with urging that we try to extend our sense
of ‘we’ to people whom we have previously thought of as ‘they’ (192). Rorty’s
hope in solidarity is that the concept can be a constructivist approach to positive
ends: creating compassion and decreasing cruelty.

Ultimately, Rorty’s primary point is that “a belief can still regulate action . .
. among people who are quite aware that belief is caused by nothing deeper than
contingent historical circumstance” (189). One can recognize that a belief is
contingent and still choose to hold it, because the belief can lead to great good.
We can identify with others who live in a far off country, living under alien,
impoverished conditions. We can find that we have shared emotional experiences,
not because these experiences are foundational to humanity but because at one
point or another, we all happen to experience a breadth of emotional responses.

Rorty’s suggestion of accepting the concept of human solidarity, contingent as it
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may be, can help us feel more connected with others who live far different lives
than we do. The outcome of Rorty’s argument, regulated by a careful thought
process, can have beneficial consequences. One way to envision Rotty’s concept
of solidarity is to act @s /f we, as humans, share an cssential humanity. We can be
ironists, understanding that we are contingent, and yet also believe that
compassion, attention, and education, all byproducts of the goal of solidarity, can

make our world a gentler, more thoughtful and self-aware place.

BENHABIB: CONSIDERING QUR CULTURE AND OTHERS’ CULTURES

Seyla Benhabib approaches culture as a constructivist, believing that there
is no essential element in social entities. Based on her constructivist approach,
Benhabib regards cultures as porous entities, which she explains in her book The
Claims of Culture. Such an approach allows movement between cultures,
identification with other cultures and the understanding that culture is contingent.
This third idea is in line with Rorty. Benhabib’s discussion of culture creates a
framework in which to view the Israelite goals of creating and sustaining culture
and ethnicity through the Deuteronomic corpus and to compare it to our own
religious culture and approach to these same texts today.

The Western historical tradition has created a binary distinction between
culture and civilization. Culture “represents the shared values, meanings,
linguistic signs, symbols of a people, itself considered a unified and homogenous
entity” (2). Culture, by this definition, creates identity and defines how
individuals fit into a larger group. In contrast, civilization “refers to material

values and practices that are shared with other peoples and do not reflect
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individuality” (2). Civilization is the broader systems of laws and morals shared
by people. Benhabib argues that separating the concepts of culture and
civilization is detrimental.

The problem with approaching culturc as a homogenous entity is that it is
an essentialist concept of culture. The primary problem with a distinction
between binary culture and civilization is that it has a poor epistemological
premise: “(1) That cultures are clearly delineable wholes; (2) that cultures are
congruent with population groups and that a noncontroverisal description of the
culture of a2 human group is possible; and (3) even if cultures and groups do not
stand in a one-to-one correspondence” (Benhabib 4). The idea that cultures are
entities with precise borders and descriptions is problematic and foundationalist.
Too simplistic concepts of cultures falsely suggest that culture is a static entity.
Furthermore, the notion of 2 homogenous culture diminishes culture as the
property of a specific group or race (ibid). Benhabib stresses that a different way
of thinking about culture is necessary.

Benhabib proposes a constructivist model of culture. Instead of beginning
with the idea that cultures are abstract and discrete entities, she suggests thinking
of culture as a web which is constantly interacting with the webs of other cultures.
Benhabib writes, “Any view of cultures as clearly delincable wholes is a view from
the outside that generates coherences for the purposes of understanding and
control . . . From within, a culture need not appear as a2 whole” (5). A culture can
have subcultures within it; a single culture can have many different, sometimes
contradictory descriptions; cultures’ boundaries are porous; it is not clear how to

demarcate where one culture ends and another begins.
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The idea that a culture’s boundarics are fluid can be difficult for those
inside a culture to accept. It is easier for an outsider of a particular culture to
describe the clear boundaries of that culture. Benhabib notes, “To possess the
culture means to be an insider. Not to be acculturated 1n the appropriate way is
to be an outsider. Hence the boundaries of cultures are always securely guarded,
their narratives purified, their rituals carefully monitored. These boundarics
circumscribe power in that they legitimize its use within the group” (7). The
authority to define who is inside or outside of the group constitutes 2 kind of
social power. Firm cultural boundaries can control how safe group members feel
within a group and can indicate the degree of anxiety group members feel about
interacting with other groups.

Based on her constructivist model, Benhabib only has three criteria for
cultures today that generate the understanding that culture is not absolute and has
permeable borders. These aspects are not essentialist, because they are not
intrinsic to any culture; rather, they are created to allow access and for people to
be treated well. Benhabib’s criteria are egalitarian responsibility, voluntary self-
ascription, and freedom of exit and association (19). These criteria allow cultures
to lend th.emsclvcs to living pluralistically around other cultures.

Benhabib views “human cultures as constant creations, recreations, and
negotiations of imaginary boundaries between ‘we’ and the ‘other(s)” (8).
Conceptualizing or identifying with the other, especially when that other seems
particularly foreign, can be difficult. Benhabib suggests that cultures help us in
the endeavor of relating to the other, because cultures can give us models of

relationships within and beyond. By reminding us of the creation of culture,
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Benhabib promotes the approach of viewing culture as a construction rather than
as an absolute entity. If culture is a construction, then we all have the power to
move bevond it, to relate to one another with respect and kindness. Benhabib’s
concept of interaction is similar to Rorty’s concept of solidarity, as they are both

constructivist with the goals of generating compassion and conncectedness.

TOWARDS A READING STRATEGY

Booth, Nussbaum, Rorty and Benhabib advocate reading with purpose. As
Benhabib argues, cultures and communities do not nced to be viewed as
monolithic entities but arc accessible to all. This concept implies that one should
not define culture by essentialist definitions, even though members of a given
culture might find comfort in the case of such definitions. As we learn through
reading Mullen, the Israelites attempted to define their culture by essentialist
boundary markers, preferring to have a clear prescription for identity and action.

The next chapter explores four interconnected biblical motifs regarding the
nature of Israclite identity, using Mullen’s work as a background for
interpretation. It models critical reading, using approaches proposed by Booth,

Nussbaum, Rorty and Benhabib.
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LAND VENANT AND ISRAELITE ETHNICITY IN BIBLE

Having explored ethical criticism and how a strategy of reading can focus
one’s interpretation, this chapter uses the tools of ethical criticism to deal with
the implications of ideology of land. Booth, Nussbaum, Rorty and Benhabib see
the importance of creating communtties based on values of compassion, hope,
and solidarity. This chapter examines the extent to which four biblical motifs
create communities based on these values. Reading and asking questions about
the implications of this literature can take place with the lens of ethical criticism.
This chapter investigates motival clements that, taken together, create a fuller
picture of the relationship between the covenant, the land and Israelite ethnicity.
Four motifs combine to demonstrate the development of Israclite peoplehood:
the promise of the land, the concept of milk and honey, the displacement of other

nations, and the concept of sacred spaces tied to the land through altars.

PROMISE OF THE LAND MOTIF

The biblical themes of land and ethnicity are not treated consistently
throughout the Bible. In some places the Israclites are promised land, wealth and
progeny unconditionally, while in other places the Israclites’ ability to dwell in
their land depends on their ability to follow God’s commandments. Such
different approaches to land and covenant (unconditional versus conditional)
relate to the biblical authors’ treatment of ethnicity and group boundaries.

The covenant between God and the Istaelites that is the basis for a biblical

narrative begins in Gen. 12:1-8 where God creates an unconditional covenant with
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Abram. All that Abram must do to engender a large, famous nation is to follow
God’s directions regarding ritual practice. In addition, by following God Abram
is guaranteed protection by God: he will be blessed and his enemies cursed. Last,
through the covenant God will lead Abram to a land for his people, Canaan
(12:5). Nothing in this passage suggests the notion that this land will one day be
divinely-ordained for the Israelites, Abram’s descendents.

Towards the end of the book of Genesis (48:20-22) jacob blesses Joseph’s
two sons, Ephraim and Menasseh, before Jacob’s death. During the blessing,
Jacob tells his son that God will continue to be with him and that eventually, God
will bring Joseph back to “the land of [his] fathers” (48:21). This passage does
not indicate anything about Joseph’s descendents, but we can infer that if Joseph
returns to Canaan, then so too will his family. This passage says nothing of time
frame for this return. Furthermore, there is nothing conditional in this promise.
Nothing must be done for God to return Joseph and his family to Canaan; it is
simply an unconditional promise that will occur in the abstrace future.

The covenant thus begins as an unconditional promise to Abram/Abraham.
According to Moshe Weinfeld, the covenant with Abraham in Genesis is based on
a grant treaty, in which the master obligates himself to his servant. In Genesis,
God promises land, wealth and progeny to Abraham. The only obligation that
Abraham has in return is that he must be faithful to God. The Deuteronomic
authors shift the covenant model from a grant treaty to a vassal treaty, in which
the vassal is obligated to serve the suzerain. For the Israelites, this means that the
burden of action shifts from God to them, in the form of ritual commitment

(Promise 74-81). Weinfeld writes, “Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic school
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made both the grant of the Land and the promise of dynasty conditional on
observance of the Law—in their view the most dominant and fateful factor in the
history of Israel” (Deuteronomic School 81). As part of the conditional covenant,
the gift of land becomes conditional. Maintaining and protecting the land and its
borders comes to have utmost importance. The Torah uses the plot of the
patriatchs, the exodus from Egypt and the journey in the wilderness to the
promised land to anchor the shift from unconditional to conditional covenant.
The events are framed historically and are meant to suggest that the move from
unconditional to conditional covenant was not a change in Israelite ideology but
rather the result of historical circumstance and Israelite action. The story of the
Torah thus transforms the Israelite relationship to the land.

In the beginning of Exodus (6:1-8), God appears to Moses to explain the
covenant. This explanation of covenant is tied more to plot than are the previous
introductions to land and covenant. Because of Moses” commitment to the
covenant, he will allow the covenant to become part of the national dialogue.
Yet, the Israelites do not listen to Moses prompting God to appear to both Moses
and Aaron. The plot could progress without this detail, but this passage serves to
energize Moses (and to re-energize the reader) about the future and the concept
of the covenant with God. God makes unconditional promises to Moses (and by
extension, to the Israelites): a return to Canaan, now conceived of as their own
land. God also adds the concept of freeing the Israelites from slavery, as this
must happen to enable them to journey to the promised land. In return, the

Israelites do not need to do anything; they can simply accept God’s promises.




The dream of living in the land becomes feasible in Numbers, as the
Israelites’ wilderness journey brings them closer to the promise of a permanent
destination. Numbers 34:1-15 describes a map of Israel’s destination. This
passage maps out the land, denoting what is promised to the Israelites and which
land will go directly to whom. In the passage, Num. 34:2b-12 likely was once a
single, cohésive document that the Torah’s redactors added information to later
(Levine Numbers 21-36 538). Different tribes are assigned different plots of land,
which is counter-intuitive as Israel does not yet possess the land. Despite the
minutiae of land allotments, at no point does God demand anything in return
from the Israelites. According to this passage, this land will simply be given to
the Israelites when they arrive. As presented in Num. 34, the land is just waiting
for the Israelites. Though there will be battles, the outcome is predetermined by
God.

At other times in the biblical literature, the covenant is not presented as
such a simple gift from God to the Israclites. Genesis 17:1-14 begins the concept
that the covenant is conditional upon the Israelites’ willingness and ability to
follow God’s commandments. This passage lays out the covenant between God
and Abraham more specifically than in Gen. 12. This entire passage is redactional
overlay, which 1s used to link discrete narratives together. The redactional
overlay is not tied directly to any plot developments in Genesis, except insofar as
to change Abraham’s name and to push the thematic development of covenant
forward. The notice of Abraham’s age in Gen. 17:1 serves to connect the stories
of the patriarchs in Genesis; yet with a different opening line, the story could be

supplanted into other parts of Abraham’s life.
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Genesis 14 explains the aspects of the covenant between God and
Abraham. God will give Abraham progeny, spawn many nations and maintain the
covenant forever. In return, males must be circumcised to show their
commitment to the covenant at eight days old and must “walk in {God’s] ways and
be blameless” (17:1). Here, the concept of covenant is no longer entirely
unconditional, nor are the conditions of the covenant entirely precise.
Circumcision creates a particular ritual that denotes entry into the covenant. Yet,
in contrast to the specific circumcision entrance ritual, the requirements for
remaining in the covenant and maintaining it are vague. The verse establishes
only the concept of conditionality without elucidating specific acts. The concept
of covenantal conditionality is the Israelites’ key to maintaining the covenant and
remaining in the land.

Despite all of the promises (both conditional and unconditional) from God
to the Israelites regarding their future in the land, it is not until the book of
Joshua that this promisc becomes actualized. Joshua 5:11-12 marks one of the
fulfillments of the covenant. As a sign that the Israelites have reached the
promised land the manna that has sustained them ceases, and the Israelites must
now forage for food on their own. God does not have an active role in this
passage; there is no dialogue. The Israclites are not asked to respond to the sign
that they have arrived or to do anything for God, not even offer a sacrifice. This
passage fits into the plot in Joshua, because stories referencing the collecting of
food—of which aplenty has been promised by God—now make sense. The
fulfillment of the covenant in Joshua places the responsibility of maintenance

upon the Israelites: God’s promise is actualized. Now, only the Israelites’ actions
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will determine the future of the covenant. In this theological framework, the

Israelites must choose to follow the covenant or to accept the consequences.

LAND OF MILK AND HONEY MOTIF

The promised land is repeatedly referecned, even as the Israelites are in
different stages of their growth as a people and in their journey to dwell in the
land. The motif of the land referred to as “the land of milk and honey” first
appears in Exodus. Fxodus 3:8 is the first reference to the land described this
way, defining it as a fertile land of promise. Soon, in Exod. 3:17, divine
motivation appears as to why the Israclites go to Canaan. Even though the land is
already inhabited by a list of six other nations, the fertility and abundance of the
land will end the Israelites’ misery. Thus as God’s chosen people, they will
become owners of a land that does not belong to them. The land as bountiful
becomes even more of a real goal in Exod. 13:5, for it becomes a place for the
Israelites to reenact the Passover rituals. That the land is inhabited by five other
peoples is incidental to the Israelites’ claim to the land. Exodus 33:33 connects
the displacement of different peoples to the promise of bounty and fertility in the
land. The connection between the bounty of the land and the notion that God
will displace other peoples to allow the Israelites to live there emphasizes the
magnitude of God’s covenantal promise to the Israelites.

In Numbers, descriptions of the land’s bounty become palpable, as the
Israelites near their entrance to the land. Spies even enter the land so that they
can report back to the rest of the Israelites. In Num. 13:27, the scouts inform the

Israelites that the land is bountiful. According to Jacob Milgrom, the description
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of a land of milk and honey is “the traditional phrase for the fruitfulness of the
promised land” (104). The passage also mentions some of the peoples who live in
the land, including the Amalakites and Anakites, who are not usually mentioned
with lists of displaced nations. Only a few verses later, in Num. 14:8, the bounty
of the land is mentioned in association with the conditionality of the covenant.
The Israelites complain; Moses and Aaron are frustrated. Joshua reminds the
Israclites of a series of conditions and their consequences: if the Israelites follow
God’s laws, then God will be pleased with them, and they will live in this land of
plenty. The covenant is enticing, particularly because the land itself is so
desirable.’

In Deuteronomy, the Israelites begin to receive more specific instructions
regarding their relationship with the land and their imminent entrance into it.
Deuteronomy 6:3 makes clear the Israclites’ growing responsibility for the land.
The Israelites’ ability to live in this land of promise depends on their ability to
follow God’s commandments. This concept is laid out so clearly that the reverse
also becomes clear: if the Israelites fail to follow God’s commandments, then
their ability to live in the promised land is jeopardized. In addition to the
emphasis on conditionality, Deut. 11:8-12 adds that the land is divinely protected
and maintained. In Egypt, the quality of the land was dependent on work put into

it. In contrast, the promised land is maintained with God’s help, as is the case

4 The milk and honey motf appears one other ime and is puzzling. Numbers 16:13 contrasts with every other
passage in the Bible that regards the Promised Land as a land of bounty, for this verse refers to Egypt, not
Canaan, as the land of bounty. Datan and Abiram, angry and rebelling, complain to Moses about the problems
of desert wandering. They are so incensed to be wandering in the desert that they call Egypt the land of milk
and honey. It is not clear if the use of this motif in reverse is a mistake or if it has another purpose. Milgrom
suggests that Datan and Abiram contradict Moses, saying that the Israclites will perish in the wildemness and
that life was better in Egypt (133).
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with respect to the correct amount of rain. Thus, the ability to stay in the land
depends on the covenant and God’s continuing good wiil towards both the
covenant and the Israelites. Every season of crops reflects the quality of the
Israelites’ relationship with God; the status of the land is a sign for the Israelites
of how well they are foliowing God’s laws and to what extent they should change
their ways. Deuteronomy 26:1-15 gives specific to the Israelites’ first crops of the
land’s bounty. These instructions come before they enter the land, rather than for
an immediate event. The first fruits belong to God, emphasizing who it is who
makes the harvest possible and the reciprocity of the covenant. In addition to
directives regarding the fertility of the land, the Israelites receive advice regarding
how to enter the land, even though they had already received prescriptions
regarding how to act once there is a harvest in the land. Deuteronomy 27:1-18
details what the Israelites should do immediately upon crossing the Jordan River.
This passage also combines the conditionality of ditections with the unconditional
promises to the patriarchs in the third verse of the passage.

In book of Joshua the Israelites finally arrive in their long-promised land.
Joshua 5:5-6 retells the history of the Israclites from slavery in Egypt. It presents
a different perspective on the wilderness sojourn and arrival into the land. This
author suggests that God grows so angry with the Israelites that they should not
enter the land, based on the Israelites’ great disobedience. This passage seems to
be separate from the verses which follow it, which chronicle the Israelites’ finally
arriving in the land, the conclusion of their survival on manna and the knowledge
that they are on holy ground. While not meshing logically together, these two

juxtaposed scenes describe a different vision of the land than is usually illustrated.

37




This dichotomy of God’s anger in the detail of Isracl’s wilderncss adventures and
the Israclite conquest of their promised land exemplify differing biblical notions
of Israelite history. While the Book of Joshua has the conquest of the land occur
quickly, the Book of Judges details the conquest of the land in many small battles.
Likewise, there are different approaches to the Israelites’ wilderness sojourn:
some detailed and others with little or no awarcness of any considerable time
spent in the wilderness. Within the larger biblical story of Israclite cthnic history
are multiple, competing voices, each with different versions and visions of the

people’s story.

THE DISPLACEMENT OF OTHER NATIONS MOTIF

The displacement motif consists of the biblical authors’ treatment of other
nations and the promised land. These other nations will be dispelled by either the
Israelites or by God in order to make room for the Israelites to spread out
through the land and to live there without any threats or interactions with other
peoples.

This motif begins in Gen. 15:1-21, a textual insertion which foreshadows
the rest of the Torah. In this passage, God speaks to Abraham and details the
covenant with him. Before the conversation, God requires Abraham to gather a
series of animals and make a sacrifice to God. Abraham thus already acts to
honor God and to obey God. God reiterates the concept of the gift of land as the
culmination of the covenant. Yet, Gen. 15 differs from all other passages about
the covenant in Genesis, for it notes that the fulfillment of the covenant will be

delayed. Genesis 15:13 mentions a four hundred year enslavement in Egypt
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before the Israelites will come to the land. This passage was clearly added later
and is not intrinsic to any plot in Genesis; if anything, it runs counter to the plot
development. Abraham never tells any of his descendents about this aspect of the
covenant. One would expect that if any of the patriarchs had known of a four
hundred year enslavement, they might have tried to avoid going to Egypt or at
least attempted to prepare their people for slavery.

The second unique aspect of this passage is that God mentions Israel’s
eventual displacement of ten nations: “The Kenites, the Kenizzites, the
Kadmonites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim, the Amorites, the
Canaanites, the Girgashites, and the Jebusites” (Gen 15:19-21). The list of ten
nations is the longest list of displaced nations mentioned in the Bible. There are
seventeen lists of nations, most with slight variations of nations and with between
six and ten nations per list. According to commentator Nahum Sarna, “The
Kenites, Kenizites, Kadmonites and Rephaim appear on no other list, while the
Hivites who arc featured everywhere else are not included here” (Genesis 115).
This passage does not state how these nations will be displaced but assumes that
it will happen. Abraham has no reaction to cither the statement of delayed
fulfillment or to the displacement of the nations. Biblical scholars’ commentaries
on this passage focus only on the presumed origins, etymology and geographical
locations of these ten listed nations (Sarna Genesis 115; Etz Hayim 85; Plaut 110).

The covenant and the themes of land acquisition and displacement of other
nations continue in Exod 3:1-10, as God creates a relationship with Moses at the
burning bush. Moses’ introduction to the covenant differs from Abraham’s

introduction. God begins by noting a connection to the patriarchs, even though
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Moses has ostensibly never heard of them, having not yet discovered the depths
of his Israelite roots. In contrast to the Genesis themes, God explains to Moses
only the land aspect of the covenant, with no mention of the wealth and progeny
promised to Abraham. The text explains God’s appearance to Moses as God
finally notes Moses and the Israelites’ suffering. There is no mention of a
covenantal promise to protect the Israelites, as was promised to Abraham in Gen.
12. The writers of this passage appear to have no knowledge of the idea that
Israel’s enemiecs are God’s enemies. God has decided that the time has arrived for
brining come the Israelites to their promised land—a land flowing with milk and
honey, which is also home to six nations: »“the Canaanites, the Hittites, the
Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites” (Exod. 3:8). This
grouping of nations is different from that mentioned in Gen. 15, though the
meaning of the passages arc the same: both passages simply note nations that will
be displaced so that the Israelites can live in a land of plenty. Yet, this passage
makes no mention of how these nations will be displaced or who will do the
displacing. Mainstream contemporary scholars who comment on this do not note
any ethical issues at play here; rather, they focus on the geography and diversity of
ancient Israel and the origins of some of the nations (Sarna Exodus 16; Etz Hayim
329; Plaut 399). Only Sarna alludes to implied issues of Israelite settlement: that
for most of Israel’s history, the land was ruled by a diversity of powers, rather
than by a single power (Exodus 16).°

Once the Israelites are wandering in the desert, God instructs them via

Moses regarding a2 panoply of laws and ritual observances. Exodus 23:20-33 is a

> Two notable exceptions to this statement are the Second Jewish Commonwealth and the modern State of
Israel.
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violent description of God’s promises to the Israelites for covenantal protection
while they wander through the wilderness and into the promised land. The
passage is initiated with the concept of an angel, sent by God, who must
consistently be obeyed. In return, God will attack the Israelites’ enemies and
ptrotect them. This annihilation of other nations follows similar wording from
Gen 12, but the concept is different here: there is a greater emphasis on
conditionality, as the Israelites’ actions play a larger role in determining how God
(or the angel) will protect them. In addition to protection against enemies, God
promises the Israelites fertility with a slew of other promises that seem almost too
good to be true.

Once the Israclites are ready to arrive in the land, God pledges to displace
the “Amorites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Canaanites, the Hivites, and the
Jebusites” (Exod. 23:23). In contrast to other passages where God promises the
Israelites that they will be protected and their success will be guaranteed as they
fight other nations, this passage promises that God will defeat the nations. In a
repetition of the plague motif, the Canaanites, the Hittites and the Hivites will all
be driven out via plagues from God. According to Weinfeld, the arguments for
displacing the nations is couched in religious language as to make them part of the
covenant and therefore palatable. Furthermore, thts passage’s introductions of
blessings and curses with regard to Israel and its enemies are used as an entry
point for a larger discussion on the following commandments (Weinfeld, Deut. 1-
11 80).

With regard to the displacement of other nations mentioned in these

verses, both the Etz Hayim, the Conservative Movement’s Torah commentary,
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and Guanther Plaut, author of the Reform Movement’s Torah commentary, take
note. Plaut avoids the ethical issues altogether, commenting only that the list of
nations in Exod. 23 happens to match the list of displaced nations in Exod. 3:8
(589). Etz Hayim gives a reason to the words “You [Israel] will drive them [the
nations] out” (Exod. 23:31), by commenting that “[Israel], the young nation, still
struggling to form its identity as God’s covenanted people, remained too
vulnerable to the temptation of paganism” (475). The Consecrvative movement
thus creates a theological response to this textual issue and justifies the
displacement. Israel is not perceived as a p.erpetrator, because Israel is justified in
the actions that Israel takes in order to build and maintain its identity. Weinfeld,
in contrast to Etz Hayim, only notes the religious associattons behind the
displacement, writing, “All laws concerning the dispossession of the Canaanites
are combined with warnings against worshiping idols, and these warnings are even
used as points of departure for the commandments for dispossession” (Promise
80).

The theme of annihilation by God is repeated in Exod. 33:1-3 when God
reiterates the concept that the other nations will soon be destroyed as the
Israelites enter the land. In this case, the nations that will be destroyed are the
same list as earlier in Exodus: “Canaanites, the Amorites, the Hittites, the
Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites” (Exod. 33:2), though the order of
naming the nations is different. God also reiterates the beginnings of the
covenant with the patriarchs and the promise of land to their descendents as the
motive for bringing the Israelites to the Promised Land through the wilderness.

Yet, this God is angrier than is the God in similar passages. Here, God seems to
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be warning the Israclites that even though they are not making God happy, God
will maintain the covenant out of respect for their ancestors.

Despite the poor behavior of the Israclites in the desert, particularly in the
incident with the Golden Calf, God sustains the covenant with the Israelites.
Again, God speaks to Moses on Mount Sinai and gives Moses a variety of
requirements for the Israelites to obey. In return for obeisance, God will “work
such wonders as have not been wrought on all the earth or in any nation” (Exod.
34:10). Such is the basis of the covenant here. The example of displacement of
six other nations is God’s symbol of power and protection for the Israelites.
Weinfeld notes that God’s displacement of the six nations and the prohibition
against the Israeclites create a covenant with any of the peoples in Canaan
functions to prohibit social contact with other peoples (Weinfeld, Deut, 1-11
181). The fear of contact with the other nations stems from the worry that if the
Israclites have contact with other peoples, then they might be easily persuaded to
begin worshipping different nations’ gods and betray their covenant with God
from Mount Sinai. Israel will not need to have contact or fight with thesc
nations; God will annihilate these nations on behalf of the Israelites. The idea
and responsibility for the action lies with God alone, though the benefit is to
Isracl.

In Leviticus, in the midst of chapters of laws, there is a passage describing
the land as alive (Lev. 20:22-24). God warns the Israclites that if they do not
obey God, the land will “spew {them] out” (Lev. 20:22). The concept here is that
the beauty of the land fits the beauty of the Israelite people, set apart and chosen

by God. In this passage, in contrast to other passages, the emphasis is on God’s
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abhorrence of the displaced pecoples. In the other passages, it is not clear how
God regards the displaced nations; if anything, the emotion seems to be cold
distance. Emphasized here is the idea that the Israelites are entitled to receive the
land because they have been chosen by God, not based on the quality of their past
deeds or behaviors. They are chosen because, unlike the other peoples, the
Israelites have not done anything detestable. The implication is that the other
peoples are not deserving of such an abundant land.

The Book of Deuteronomy teems with passages regarding the displacement
and annihilation of other peoples upon the Israelites’ entrance to their promised
land. Perhaps because the entrance to the land becomes ever closer in
Deuteronomy, increasing time is spent on how the Israelites are to dwell in the
land and on the connection between the Israelites’ ability to live in the land and
their covenant with God, exemplified by God’s displacement of the other nations.
The book begins with a superscription before Moses’ first address to the Israelites
(Deut. 1:1-5). According to Weinfeld, the long introduction needed for Moses’
speech here indicates the compositional nature of the book (Deut. 1-11 129).

This passage further serves to create a geographic orientation and to reiterate the
successes of past battles, won with the direction and help of God. Presumably,
the ease of these battles foreshadows the ease of the upcoming battles of the land

for the Israclites.

Moses’ first Deuteronomic speech begins with a historical survey of the
Israelites, as they encamp just outside of the land (1:6-3:29). Deuteronomy 1:8
connects the unconditional covenant in Genesis to the entrance to the land: the

Israelites must travel to take the land, but they need not fear, because this process
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is part of the covenant, Yet, just a few verses later (1:12), Moses makes
comments about the Israelites’ bickering. One moment there is great hope and
optimism for the future; the next moment there is annoyance and anger at the
failings of the Israelites, a dichotomy perhaps mirrored in the emotions regarding
living in exile.

The beginning of Deut. 2 makes a special distinction for the people of Seir,
identified as Esau’s descendants and the Moabites. The passage makes clear that
this land is not part of the covenantal promise to the Israelites and that this land
is not for their taking. One possibility is that the people of Seir and Moab are
prominent peoples, and the Israelites do not want to alienate them. Such a theory
creates a contrast with the different lists of displaced nations, who were either
weak or did not actually exist. Moses’ story attempts to convince the Israelites of
God’s power, dedication to the covenant and promise of land to them. Yet, the
Deuteronomist depicts a “generation of unbelievers who do not trust in God’s
promise” (Weinfeld, Deut. 1-11 144). Distrust continues as a theme and also
provides a motivation as to why the Israelites do not follow God’s laws once in
the land, foreshadowing the exile. According to Weinfeld, the support for the
Israelites in their battles is a popular theme in Ancient Near Eastern stories of
land acquisition (Deut. 1-11 189). The theme of battles begins with the implicit
inheritance of the land in the battle of Sihon and continues through Deuteronomy
and Joshua (Weinfeld, Deut. 1-11 176).

At the end of Deut. 3, the Deuteronomist confirms that Moses will not
enter the land with the Israelites. This passage is a repetition of Num. 27:12-23,

but a theological change occurs. In the Numbers passage, Moses is not allowed to
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enter the land, because of his failure to follow God’s directives in the rock and
water incidént. In the Deuteronomy passage, however, Moses is not allowed to
enter the land, not because of his own sins but because of the sins of the entire
people (Weinfeld, Deut. 1-11 192). This move from individual punishment to
group punishment for individual sins reflects the Deuteronomist’s ideology and
provides a prototype for the Isrealites’ exile.

Deuteronomy 4:1-40 is an example of God acting against the Israelites who
are idolatrous, meant to warn the Israelites of the gravity of keeping the covenant.
Those Israelites who worship at Baal-peor are not only no longer part of the
Israelite people but are killed. This event is brought up to emphasize that
Israelites who accept the covenant and then do not follow it will be punished.
This part of Moses’ speech changes from his earlier words in Deut. 1-3. Rather
than recount details of history here, the majority of Moses’ words focus on God’s
grand acts of salvation and instruct the people of their religious ideology. The
Deuteronomist may be using this passage to emphasize how one should approach
religion and the importance of following it, which would make sense at a time
when adherence to religion may not have been a priority ro Israelites trying to
find their way in the Diaspora. The passage also raises the issues of governance
and motivation: who will fill these roles after Moses dies (Weinfeld, Deut. 1-11
115 and 121).

The introduction to and beginning of the Decalogue, Deut. 5:1-10
accentuates the importance of every generation of Israelites pledging to observe
the covenant. Deuteronomy 5:3 emphasizes that God does not make the

covenant with any ancestors but rather with the contemporary generation of
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Israelites. The implication is that these Israelites then become responsible for
accepting and maintaining the covenant, not only as a people but with their new
conditional ownership of the land. This is a brilliant move by the Deuteronomist,
for it insinuates that there is no escaping the Israelites’ responsibility for their
deeds. The Israelites’ acceptance of a covenant with God emphasizes that they
must not have relationships with any other peoples or their religious practices.
The covenant represents an exclusive relationship. The Deuteronomist stresses
that any violation of God’s covenant will lead to anger and destruction of the
people (Mullen, Narrative 66). Such pointed prominence of actions and their
effects foreshadows the eventual expulsion from the land. As a document written
in exile, these words present a theological and historical way to understand the
exile.

Repeatedly in Deuteronomy, the text stresses the importance of individual
allegiance to the covenant. Deuteronomy 6:4-25, better known liturgically as the
Shema and 1”7 'ahavta, stresses the concepts of reward-punishment theology and of
individual responsibility for the collective, conditional covenant. There is no
halfway here: allegiance demands following every aspect of these commandments
precisely. Although this document emphasizes the power of individuals rather
than the power of the priestly class, the nuance of following the letter of the law
1s essential as it is in priestly documents. Conversely, if individuals fail to
maintain the covenant, they can negatively affect the entire community. The
Deut. 5 Decalogue and the displacement of the nations assume the propensity for

idol worship.
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Deuteronomy 7:1-26 is one of the most extended and explicit passages in
the Torah tegarding the displacement of other nations. This passage marks the
Israelites’ responsibilities regarding the defeat of these nations: they must be
careful not only to destroy them, but also not to intermarry or tear down their
religious sites. These directions are more specific than are other passages
regarding annihilation and displacement. The dictates to stay far from
intermarriage and idolatry are not the exclusive purview of the Deureronomist.
These values were also important to Israelite priests, who advocated the
formation of Israclite ethnic identity, based on ritual practice centered on the
Temple cult. The Decalogue in Exod. 34 provides a priestly example of the
claims to avoid idolatry and mixing with other ethnic groups. According to David
H. Aaron, “The Decalogue of Exod. 34 begins with a commandment against
religious assimilation that 1s mired in acts of destruction meant to bring about
cultural and religious differentiation. . . . The Exod. 34 Decalogue is establishing a
cultural, cultic and theological loyalty on the basis of ideas for which objects are
metonyms” (Etched 296). By looking at the Exod. 34 Decalogue in the context of
Deut. 7, it becomes clear that the Torah was composed by individuals of different,
vet simultaneous ideological schools, who were united by their mutual goal of the
creation of Israclite peoplehood.

Deuteronomy 7 is one of the only passages in the Bible that mentions a full
list of seven displaced nations and addresses the Canaanites separately. Most
other lists in the Bible list six nations, usually (but not always) eliminating the
Girgashites. The two other places with a list of seven nations are in Josh 3:10 and

24:11 (Weinfeld, Deut. 1-11 362). As for the Canaanites, Weinfeld notes that the
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Canaanites are to be “exterminated, not expelled” (Deut. 1-11 382). Weinfeld
points out the extermination of the Canaanites as an example of symbolic writing:
despite such language, the Israelites never exterminated the Canaanites, who we
know actually existed. Yet, the emphasis on annihilating the Canaanites is based
on twofold reasoning: they will sin, and they will inspire the Israelites to sin
(Weinfeld, Deut. 1-11 384). Although none of the other nations is presented as
parallel to the Canaanites or are often mentioned with them, often the implication
is that they could tempt the Israclites to further sin and prevent them from
abiding by the full panoply of laws.

The concept of displacement here is that God will deliver the nations to
the Israelites who will then fight and annihilate them without difficulty. In this
situation, the Israelites have active roles in displacing the nations. God is
involved, and so are the Israelites. The last verses of the chapter reiterate these
sentiments: God will make the Israelites’ destruction not only possible but a
“positive” action. If the Israelites continue the covenant beyond the
displacement, then the laws they have been hearing about really go into effect, as
do their implications. God reiterates promises of fertility, which were abundant
in Genesis, suggesting that if the Israclites follow the laws, everybody will be
fertile, and nobody will be sick (Dcut. 7:14-15). These verses give an optimistic,
if unattainable, picture of life in a promised land.

The statements about the displaced nations are so extreme and prominent
in Deut. 7 that modern biblical commentators cannot avoid taking notice. Jeffrey
Tigay provides the most comprehensive analysis. Although he does not explicitly

write of ethical problems, the existence of his excursus entitled “The Proscription
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of the Canaanites” suggests that he sees this as a larger issue to be addressed. He
suggests that the Deuteronomist writes of the annihilation of the Canaanites in
order to keep the Israelites from marrying them and to keep the Israelites from
idolatry (85). Tigay uses Judg. 3:5-6 as evidence that the Israelites did not murder
all of the Canaanites and did intermarry and worship their gods; he further notes
that this model is Jewish exegetes’ and scholars’ primary way of dealing with
Deut. 7 (85 and 470). He also writes that the rabbis of the Rabbinic Period
reinterpreted these biblical verses, for “they regarded this understanding of the
law as implausible because it is so harsh and inconsistent with other values . . .
they used interpretation to modify and soften the law in deference to other,
overriding principles” (472). In contrast to Tigay’s direct look at the problems of
Deut. 7, Etz Hayim rationalizes the Israelites’ actions, because “the exclusive
worship of YHVH was the fundamental condition for Israel’s survival; leaving the
Canaanites alive who might entice the Israelites into idolatry was a matter of life
and death” (1030). It appears that the writers of Etz Hayim choose not to
acknowledge any degree of ethical difficulty in the Torah. Plaut recognizes the
ethical issues in Deut. 7 and attempts to address them. He writes, “These
provisions {the directions for displacement and occupation] have to be seen and
understood in their own context and must not be judged by the need and
experience of a later age. The clash of cultures is a problem in contemporary
Israel, and so is the frequent occurrence of mixed marriage in the Diaspora . . .
this subject raises questions about the God whom the Torah depicts as
commanding ‘show them no mercy’ (1376). Plaut, Tigay and Weinfeld attempt to

contexualize proscription and annihilation by noting that such treatment of enemy
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groups may have been an Ancient Near Eastern custom, as evidenced in particular
by the Greeks and Romans and on the Mesha Stone (Plaut 1376; Tigay 471;
Weinfeld, Promise 88).

These verses in Deut. 7 also provide a2 picture of how the Deuteronomist
sees the construction of Israelite group identity. As the Deuteronomist describes
Isracl’s duties to destroy other nations and to avoid their rituals, it becomes
evident that Israclite identity ts constructed in opposition to other groups
(Mullen, Narrative 63). The creation of a boundary between the Israelites and the
other is a major goal of the Deuteronomist in these verses. This emphasis on
boundaries and identity creates a nationalistic attitude on the part of the Israelites
that is based on their relationship with God (Mullen, Narrative 63).

Deuteronomy 9:1-29 addresses the Anakite people, who are treated
separately from the list of other nations to be annihilated. Here, Moses instructs
the Israelites to cross the Jordan and defeat the Anakites. The Anakites are
identified as a strong people (surrounded by high walls), who seem ominous. Yet,
the Deuteronomist emphasizes that the Israelites have nothing to fear, for God
will insure the Israelites’ victory. According to this passage, the Israelites must
first defeat the Anakites after they cross the Jordan River, though the Anakites are
not part of the trope list of six or seven nations. In fact, they are only mentioned
with regard to defeat in the land in Num. 13:27, not in any of the other
displacement passages. Deuteronomy 9:4 provides an unusual explanation for
displacement. In this case, the displacement is not part of the covenant, given as
a hope for the Israelites’ to obey God’s laws. Rather, the displacement is

justified, because of the evil of the other nations. This passage creates a different
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kind of ethical dilemma: it is not the fault or choice of the Israelites to displace
any nations. Displacement happens as a punishment, based on the relationship
between these peoples and God. Paradoxically, the Deuteronomist reminds the
reader that the Israelites have made God angry too. The example cited is the
molten image created by the Israelites when Moses was on Mount Horeb. Yet, for
some reason—Moses suggests it is because God thought of the patriarchs rather
than the Israelites——God continues the covenant with the Israelites. The concept
of salvation for the Israelites is that they are “God’s own people” (Deut. 9:29),
and God will forgive and maintain the covenant. This sets up a precedent for
exile—for both the Israclites and God to maintain the covenant in times of peril.

In the Book of Joshua, the Israelites finally enter the land and become
responsible for enacting their part of the covenant: obeying God’s laws. Joshua
1:1-11 describes the dramatic continuation of the Isracelite people following
Moses’ death. Joshua becomes Moses’ successor, as God speaks through him to
the Israelites. Joshua gives the Israelites a pep talk before they cross the Jordan
River into the land. This passage reiterates that the land is a divine gift: “Every
spot on which your foot treads I give to you, as I promised Moses” (Josh. 1:3).
Because the land is a gift, the Israelites should be grateful for the gift and follow
the rules of the covenant (Boling and Wright 12).

The land’s boundaries (Josh. 1:4) are described as Hittite country. None of
the other nations that is mentioned in other passages as to-be-displaced is
mentioned here as land-owners. This inconsistency accentuates that the
historiography of Canaan’s inhabitants is not necessarily accurate in the Bible.

God also reassures Israel of God’s existential role in the future, suggesting that
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the covenantal relationship will continue. In return, the Israelites must follow
God’s laws and keep “this Book of Teaching” (Josh. 1:8) available and well-used.
The concept of telying upon the book and the law strengthens the power structure
in which there is dependence on the book and the law. Furthermore, this passage
begins a theme in the book of Joshua dealing with the Israclites struggling to
undetrstand how to live independently as Isracl (Boling and Wright 136). Joshua
also begins with an exhortatory timeline that the Israelites have three days to
prepare to cross the Jordan and take ownership of the land. Joshua’s timeline qua
inspirational speech creates the concept that “the ritual crossing of the river will
demonstrate the presence of the ‘loving god’ in the midst of the people and the
assurance that he would indeed dispossess the Canaanites, the Hittites, the
Hivites, the Perizzites, the Girgashites, the Amorites, and the Jebusites from

before them” (Mullen, Ethnic 108).

Joshua 3:1-17 details the Israelites’ entrance into the land. This chapter is
a quiet climax to the Torah: the Israelites follow God’s directions (via Joshua) and
cross the Jordan River into their promised land. In Josh. 3:6, the passage implies
that the priests are the leaders of the people, though they are not its warriors:
when going into the river, the Israclites will follow behind the priests and behind
the Ark of the Covenant. The presence of the priests’ leadership and the
Israelites” most prized possession assumes a confidence about the Israclites’ easc
of entrance into the land. If war were imminent, then it would make more sense
to send warriors or spies first and to protect the ark within the bulk of the people,
rather than to use the ark as protection. The order of the procession thus

emphasizes that it really is God who will guarantee dispossession of the other
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nations and that the Istaclites will not need to battle in their entrance to the land.
In this passage, God also promises to displace seven nations, the “Canaanites,
Hittites, Hivites, Perizzites, Girgashites, Amorites, and Jebusites” (Josh. 3:10).

The Israelites’ journey across the Jordan River to safety recalls an image
from Exodus: that of controlling moving water. While in the Book of Exodus
Moses parts the Reed Sea so that the Israelites can walk between walls of water, in
Joshua it is not the charismatic leader but the presence of the ark and the priests
that commands the waters to stop flowing and to allow the Israelites to easily
cross the river (Boling and Wright 179). Michael Fishbane calls the river crossing
in Joshua “an excellent example of the retrojective mode of typology, where one
historical event serves as the prototype for the descriptive shaping of another”
(358). According to the Robert Boling and Ernest Wright, the goal of this
imagery is to emphasize the celebration of reaching the land. With regard to
dating the material, the concept of crossing the Jordan River into the land implies
an understanding of the land in a post-Solomonic kingdom, for the Israelites’ land
does not extend east of the Jordan River (Boling and Wright 179). Consequently,
these verses in no way detail history but describe ideology or imagery.

According to Mullen, the Deuteronomic authors attempt to create a
consistent chronology for Israel’s history, particularly in tts entrance to the land.
The authors “have failed to recognize that the fivefold repetition of this ‘three
day period’ [preparing to enter the land] collapses the temporality of the narrated '
events into a contemporaneous whole that is, then, by virtue of the structure of

the storied events, presented as a series of unrelated vignettes” (Narrative 108).°

$ According to Mullen, the three day period is mentioned in Josh. 1:11, 2:16, 2:22, and 3:2.
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Such collapsing of time makes the preparations for crossing the Jordan River
occur at the same time as the spies’ exploration of Jericho, which creates a
chronology which is not intuitive and demonstrates the process of multiple
authorship and of editing the document.

Soon after the Israelites cross the river into the land, the different tribes
are assigned land based on divine divisions in Josh. 13:1-33. Each tribe’s portion
is detailed with geographical boundaries. The passage begins with an injunction
from God: the Israelites do not inhabit all of the land yet, and they should take it
upon themselves to broaden their‘settlements under Joshua’s leadership (Josh.
13:1). The land that remains for the Israeclites to settle belongs to nations not
mentioned in the lists of displaced nations, such as the Philistines and the
Geshurites. If these are nations that will eventually be displaced, why not
mention them with the other nations to be displaced? Such a discrepancy
emphasizes the unlikelihood that those writing these words were
contemporaneous to the situation, suggesting that such details are typologies.
Joshua 13 also confirms and accentuates the special status of the Levites, who
own no land, thus attempting to historicize the religious hierarchy. This
assignment of the land is not mentioned for the first time in Josh. 13. It is rather
a recap of a division of land under Moses’ command in Num. 34, especially the
concept about the Levites’ special treatment (Boling and Wright 347). In both
passages, the Levites’ special relationship to God is emphasized, creating the only
exception to the Israelite classless society (ibid).

Joshua shows knowledge of the patriarchs and the history of the covenant,

based on Josh. 21:41-43. This passage reminds the Israelites that the eventual

55




ownership of the land began with the covenant with their ancestors, established
long ago (though the text does not mention the patriarchs). The Deuteronomist
also reminds the reader that God has maintained the covenantal promise: not only
do the Israelites dwell in the land, but they live in it peacefully, without fear of
attack. Thus, when the Israelites fail to fol<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>