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INTRODUCTION:
SCHOLARSHIP BETWEEN MYTH AND SCRIPTURE

Dexter E. Callender Jr. and William Scott Green

INTRODUCTION

This is a book about how scholars make sense of what we study.! As a field
of research whose primary focus is a fixed and finite set of data, biblical
studies innovates less by discovering new objects of study than by find-
ing fresh ways—or refining old ways—to examine its basic subject matter.
Scholars investigate by designing categories of analysis and interpreta-
tion to achieve understanding. Regular assessment of the value of these
categories—however recondite it may appear to a field’s outsiders—pro-
vokes scholarly self-consciousness and thereby strengthens the quality of
research and advances knowledge.

“Myth” and “scripture” are two established categories used to describe
and analyze the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. Each has figured
prominently as a way of rendering the meaning or “truth” of human expe-
rience. Myth is an established category in the academic humanities and
social sciences, particularly in classics, literature, anthropology, and reli-
gion. For the purposes of this volume, scripture is a generic native cat-
egory that biblically based religions use to depict themselves, though some
scholars apply it to other religions as well.?

Religions typically claim that there is an order to existence—usually
the work of deities or other superhuman beings—that humans did not
make and in principle cannot change. For instance, the creation accounts

1. This volume was completed with generous research assistance from North-
West University, Potchefstroom, South Africa.

2. For a concise comprehensive overview of the category, see Graham 1987; for
Judaism and Christianity, see esp. pp. 135-36.

-1-



2 MYTH AND SCRIPTURE

of the Hebrew Bible and New Testament do not suggest that humans
played any role in shaping the structure of reality, creating light and dark-
ness, time and space, day and night, or in making the “Word” become
flesh. For its adherents, a religion’s cosmic order establishes the givens of
existence and constitutes the prerequisites of human experience.

In religion, the cosmic structure is objective, factual, true, and—most
important—normative. Religion assumes that humans on their own are,
can be, or will be out of sync with the normative cosmic order and the
superhuman beings who generated it. Religion further claims to know
how to correct and prevent this inconsonance. Full and proper knowledge
and understanding of this dynamic is highly specific, if not exclusive, to
a religion itself. Religions aver that only by adhering to their own specific
and distinctive teachings, which entail proper interactions with its deities
or other superhuman beings, can humans either prevent or repair a breach
with the created order. Religions teach their adherents why and how the
world should work as it does, what humans should do to live in accord
with that normative structure, and what will happen to them if they do
or do not do so. The validity of a religion’s specialized claims about the
cosmos comes from the experience of living them.

Each religion has its own particular sources of authority—texts,
canons of scripture, revelations, sages, enlightened ones, prophets, chains
of tradition, and so on—that reveal, transmit, and certify its privileged
knowledge of the cosmic order.? In the biblically based religions, the
writings generically designated as “scripture” (Torah, Tanak, Testament,
Gospel, Word of God, the Bible, etc.) constitute one—perhaps the pre-
eminent—source of authority.* “Scripture” thus constitutes the religious
community’s charter account of the cosmic order and provides guidance
on how to conform to it.

It is a scholarly commonplace that a “scripture” has authority because
a community grants it. There are no inherent or required literary traits
or genres that define or constitute “scripture.” Biblical texts include nar-
rative, law, poetry, oracles, genealogies, letters, among other forms. Reli-
gions mark the distinctiveness of “scripture” both in their claims about
and in their use of such texts. In biblically based religions, for instance,

3. This and the preceding two paragraphs are drawn from Green 2010.

4. As Dexter Callender points out, at Sinai, the deity—the God of Israel—trans-
forms divine speech into writing, and the writing becomes both the emblem and
repository of the deity’s power and wisdom.
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“scripture” is not only a source of instruction and inspiration but also a
routine component of prayer and liturgy. It can serve as a sacred artifact
that evokes special behavior. In Judaism, the Torah Scroll is an object of
veneration. Roman Catholic priests remove their skullcaps in the presence
of the Gospel, and Lutherans rise when the Gospel is read during wor-
ship. Secular legal or political documents elicit no comparable response
or action because they are both devised and alterable by human beings
alone. “The Word of God” makes a broader claim to legitimacy than does
“the consent of the governed.” The President of the United States swears
loyalty to the Constitution on the Bible. Our society would regard the
reverse as ludicrous.

If “scripture” is a relatively settled native category of religion, “myth”—
as the essays gathered here suggest—is somewhat less stable.”> Although it
ordinarily and historically is associated with narratives about deities and
other superhuman beings, “myth” has markedly divergent connotations.
It denotes both a narrative that is insusceptible of proof—which connotes
fiction, if not falsehood—and a narrative that expresses a religious com-
munity’s deepest convictions and assumptions—which connotes gravitas
and value, if not a kind of truth. Both understandings are evident in con-
temporary biblical studies. For example, a section in chapter 1 of Chris-
tine Hayes’s Introduction to the Bible, entitled “Myths and Facts about the
Bible,” clearly uses the term in the sense of error or falsehood (2012, 5-9).
Douglas Knight and Amy-Jill Levine, on the other hand, adhere to the
second understanding when they write:

“Myth” ... means a story, usually set in the distant past when the normal
rules of physics do not apply (i.e., that world is not our world), that offers
a summary of a cultural worldview; it explains how life as we know it
came to be; it expresses our hopes and fears. It is true, in the same way
that a parable is true. (Knight and Levine 2011, 66-67)

These disparate connotations yield contrary utilities for “myth” in the
study of biblical literature.® On the one side, understood as falsehood,
“myth” has little analytical payoff when applied to “scripture” It hardly

5. For a useful and insightful survey of the varied definitions of myth in the con-
text of biblical studies and the Greco-Roman world, see Oden 1992a and 1992b and
Graf 1992. See, more recently, Callender 2013.

6. To be sure, these different connotations are not necessarily mutually exclusive.
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can explain a phenomenon it dismisses. This conception of “myth” can
lead to the position that “scripture” is devoid of “myth” and that the cat-
egory “myth” is misapplied in the study of biblical writings. On the other
side, understood as the expression of a religion’s fundamental convictions,
“myth” can create fresh contexts for understanding biblical texts.

DESCRIPTION

“Myth” and “scripture” intrude on one another most intensely and are par-
ticularly—perhaps only—pertinent to one another when scholars study
biblical texts as religious writing. The present volume brings together spe-
cialists in the Hebrew Bible and ancient Near East, the New Testament
and the Greco-Roman world, along with theorists of religion and myth,
illustrating a range of ways each category can affect the other.

Part 1 of the volume addresses myth in the Hebrew Bible and the
ancient Near East. John Rogerson, whose Myth in Old Testament Inter-
pretation (1974) remains a standard in the field, revisits the topic of myth
in the Old Testament, specifically taking on the matter of definitions and
their consequences. Rogerson begins by distinguishing “myths” as par-
ticularly literary phenomena and “mythological elements” as the themes,
motifs, or personalities within myths from “myth” proper. Rogerson’s
conception of myth is grounded in the idea of a common possession
held by ancient and modern humans alike—a conception he works out
through a consideration of charter myths, the mythicizing of history, the
origin of myth itself, and the truth of myth. What emerges stems from
the impulse to give account of the hows and whys of the world as we
experience it. Myth frames our empirical encounter with the “facts” of
the world. It takes shape in traditional accounts drawn from a broader
cultural repository and, in the case of the Bible, often features images that
point ambiguously to life and death. Although assessments of its “truth”
are governed by the particular epistemological commitments of the inter-
preter, literary context provides clues to the nature of the truth conveyed
by the biblical tradents.

Dexter Callender considers the terms myth and scripture, specifically
as emotionally charged categories tied to institutional structures. He gives

A religious community’s charter account of cosmic structure can reflect a cultural
worldview that is erroneous or false.
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attention to the role conceptions of speech and writing play in the explo-
ration of experience (particularly religious experience) and reflects upon
how these come together in the notion of Torah, which itself is presented
in a manner that betrays serious concern with how language embodies
and relates to experience.

Robert Kawashima, analyzing the narrative traditions of the Hebrew
Bible through the lens of Foucault’s “archaeology of knowledge,” argues
that myth and history constitute two distinct discourse configurations or
epistemes. If mythic thought conceives of the cosmos as an eternal and
necessary structure, historical thought conceives of the world as a realm
governed rather by contingence and time. Consider, for example, the con-
cept of the human condition. According to various myths, humans and
gods are joined in an unalterable “natural unity” established in the time
of creation. According to biblical prose narrative, however, humankind
and God are alienated from each other. Yahweh solves the problem of
alienation by placing his “call” upon Israel in an historical encounter that
Althusser referred to as “interpellation.” The “human unity” established in
this contingent encounter is the covenant.

Mark S. Smith pursues an inductive approach to myth, inquiring into
the nature of Gen 1 in light of features present in ancient Near Eastern
texts generally taken as myth. For Smith, features within these texts and
the ways scribes presented the texts (as narrative songs whose performance
invokes gods and their world) indicate conscious interest in ritual access to
the divine world. Observing how scribes combined mythic narratives with
a wide variety of other literary forms (including older mythic narratives)
and following Jonathan Z. Smith’s insight likening traditional narrative
structures to the objects manipulated by the diviner, he demonstrates how
the nature of myth’s identity is contingent on the particular situation of its
use. The identity of myth is thus contextual and complex. The truth of Gen
1 as myth is nuanced by both its literary contextualization among variant
creation traditions and its incorporation into the canonical expression of
the Bible by which it becomes scripture. Smith’s response to the question
of whether Gen 1 is myth points to fundamental issues common to antiq-
uity and modernity regarding the religious and epistemological aims and
sensibilities of the interpreter.

Susan Ackerman applies the idea of the tragic hero to uncover the
problems of Moses’ death in Transjordan and in the process takes up con-
sideration of the hagiographic accounts of religious heroes. This move
reflects a conscious turn from older models of reconstructing Israel’s
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history. Ackerman grounds her approach in the rites-of-passage pattern
observed by Arnold van Gennep, which later scholars extended beyond
the sphere of life-cycle rituals to include heroic narratives (and all phe-
nomena that mark journeys from the profane to the sacred). Continuing a
line of investigation begun by biblical scholars who find in these insights a
potentially fruitful approach not only to the narratives of individual bibli-
cal heroic figures but also to those of collective Israel, Ackerman reflects
upon Moses’ identity as intermediary to explain his death within the struc-
ture of the exodus narrative.

Hugh Rowland Page pursues a folkloric approach, offering a read-
ing of “archaic poetry” as an assemblage whose data can shed light on
“human” and “divine” as categories, clarify conceptions of personhood,
and reveal strategies of engendering implicit and explicit spiritualities.
The questions Page puts to the texts are similar to those posed by Mark
Smith (and Amy Merrill Willis) regarding scribal attitudes toward the
materials, their effect, and their relation to present reality. Page consid-
ers the process of scripturalization and cross-cultural social scientific
research into the behavior of gathering and preserving and exchange,
known in some quarters as the “anthropology of collecting” Building on
the work of Susan Pearce, who linked collecting to social praxis involv-
ing the construction of identity and establishing of social roles, Page sug-
gests the same for the scholarly collection of literary artifacts and discerns
other areas of social control at work.

The approach taken by Marvin Sweeney considers mythological motifs
from around the ancient Near East as more than mere evidence of Ezekiels
literacy. These, in conjunction with similar oracles concerning Sidon and
the restoration of Israel in Ezek 28, function within the structure of the
book to prefigure the rebuilding of the temple at the center of creation.
Sweeney understands Ezekiel’s creation-oriented mythopoeic imagery as
part of his Zadokite priestly heritage, and sees its objective as making sense
of the prophet’s own earthly circumstances in terms of divine involvement
both in accomplished events and in events set in a future that provides the
framework for hope.

Amy Merrill Willis takes a decidedly Ricoeurian approach to address
the myth and history dichotomy in the context of apocalyptic literature.
Drawing attention to the narrative property that connects the two, she
argues that their relationship is symbiotic through the shared property of
narrative. Building upon John Collins’s recognition in Dan 8 of the same
mythic pattern seen in Isa 14, Merrill Willis argues that this “rebellious
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subordinate” pattern is appropriated historiographically within the four-
kingdoms narrative and constitutes an example of a Ricoeurian configu-
ration of events—a refiguration that establishes a temporal unity, thereby
producing meaning. Historical details are taken up into mythic narrative
patterns, contextualizing them within the ultimate cosmic whole, provid-
ing a means of attaining cognitive coherence (cf. Festinger 1962 and Car-
roll 1979).

Part 2 of the volume includes papers that focus on writings from the
Greco-Roman world and the New Testament. Steve Kraftchick addresses
how the ways scholars construct myth, its definitions and valuations, affect
our analyses of it. He offers a comparison of the work of four theorists whose
work engages myth and biblical studies, particularly in view of notions of
truth and meaning. These four, Rudolf Bultmann, Thomas Altizer, Craig
Evans, and Gerd Theissen, he characterizes as recasting, refashioning,
rejecting, and reclaiming myth, respectively. Kraftchick’s survey points to
four areas of concern that he raises as important in moving forward: the
opposition of myth to categories such as history, logos, and truth variously
across disciplines; attention to antiquity and modernity; the usefulness of
considering nonrational truth, entertainment, and imagination; and the
ethical implications of studying myth with respect to the Bible.

Luke Timothy Johnson considers the difficult language of 2 Corinthi-
ans to discuss myth as language tied to the experience of reversing human
alienation. A mythic use of language, Johnson asserts, is evident in Paul’s
interweaving of statements concerning himself and his readers with state-
ments concerning God and Christ. Myth, by Johnson’s definition, lies in
first-order statements that feature human and divine persons in situa-
tions of mutual agency. These statements invoke the empirical yet remain
beyond the limits of empirical investigation. Still, as Johnson argues,
mythic language is essential to the communication of religious experience
and hence its truth claims are subject to verification on the basis of expe-
rience itself and the symbolic world within which such statements make
sense. The logic of mythic language lies in shared convictions regarding
the empirical world.

James E. Miller takes a traditional approach to what myth is in his
consideration of demythologizing in Greek literature to caution against
confusing the ancient polemic with the concerns of the modern inter-
preter, and in the process examines standards of rationality, truth, and
belief. Miller observes differences in demythologizing associated with a
variety of different contexts and aims (e.g., ancient classical, Homeric criti-
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cismy; criticism of the Hebrew Bible; criticism of the New Testament) and
tied, in part, to different understandings of myth.

John T. Fitzgerald’s examination of the Derveni papyrus considers
traditional views of the gods inspired by Homer and Hesiod and those
of the pre-Socratics that lead to what is now commonly referred to as
pagan monotheism. A central concern for Fitzgerald’s inquiry is the prac-
tice of allegory, which he asserts reconciled “human uncertainty about
the divine” In the papyrus, a treatise on an Orphic mythological poem
that declares the poem’s true meaning as allegorical and consonant with
empirical reality, Fitzgerald discerns a perspective in which allegory itself
emerges as religious practice—not only rescuing Orphic theological lan-
guage, but creating the conditions for the experience of a hieros logos.

Part three of the volume is devoted to an essay by Robert A. Segal, in
which he considers patterns in myth and the category of the hero myth
as part of a broader inquiry into the place of theories of myth in biblical
studies. Segal’s treatment goes beyond the mere recognition of a pattern
to pursue theoretical questions regarding origin, function, and subject
matter. To this end, he applies the psychoanalytic theorizing of Otto Rank
and the theorizing of folklorist Lord Raglan to the life of King Saul. Segal’s
essay is an abridged version of a longer paper delivered at the 2007 Society
of Biblical Literature annual meeting in San Diego, California, in a spe-
cial joint session of the SBLs Bible, Myth, and Myth Theory consultation
and the Religion and Social Sciences section of the American Academy of
Religion under the theme “The Place of Theories of Myth in Biblical Stud-
ies” Responses presented in that session by New Testament scholar Adela
Yarbro Collins, Jungian analyst David Miller, and social scientific theorist
of religion Ivan Strenski follow Segal’s paper in this volume, along with
Segal’s reply to each.

PRELIMINARY REFLECTIONS

The papers gathered here suggest that the interaction of “myth” and “scrip-
ture” can enrich our understanding of biblical writings. Even the most ele-
mentary understanding of “myth” as a story about gods or heroes creates a
framework within which to set biblical writings in both cultural and liter-
ary comparative contexts. In the realm of culture, the category has enabled
biblical scholars to read biblical accounts alongside religious charter nar-
ratives from other ancient Near Eastern cultures and better understand
what is commonplace and shared among them. From these studies, new
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knowledge of ancient Near Eastern multiculturalism or “interculturalism”
has emerged. In the area of literature, the category of “myth” has helped
biblical scholars identify broad literary traits—motifs and plot lines, for
instance—that transcend discrete cultures and demarcate narratives about
gods and heroes.” In different ways, this use of “myth” has widened and
enriched our understanding of the nature and character of biblical texts.3

By the same token, that contextualization provides fresh, empirical
evidence for how biblical writings, distinctively, became “scripture.” Mark
Smith astutely observes that the diverse texts contained in the Hebrew
Bible ultimately became part of a collection that was read and understood
as a unity. In this respect, biblical creation texts, at least, differed from
those of surrounding ancient Near Eastern nations, and, it might be added,
of Greece and Rome as well. He explains that in ancient Israel:

texts regarded as holy or inspired were coming to be read and interpreted
together; ... words or complexes of terms shared by different religious
texts not only could be read in tandem but should be read together
across the boundaries of their original contexts, beyond the limits of any
individual passage or document. It is this process of scriptural reading,
linking passages across their former textual boundaries, that eventually
distinguishes works that belong to the Bible.’

Critical scholarship has persistently shown that the books and fragments
of books collected in the canons of the Hebrew Bible and the New Testa-
ment have distinctive and even divergent perspectives and positions. That
is what a secular analytical reading should demonstrate. But insofar as reli-
gious communities regard these collections as providing a divinely sanc-
tioned charter account, as expressing an authoritative—and thus necessar-
ily unified—depiction of the nature of the cosmos and humanity’s place in
it, they constitute “scripture.” In establishing its writings as “scripture,” how
a community reads may be as important as what it reads.

Finally, it is possible to understand “scripture” itself as “myth.” For
example, Robert Kawashima elegantly defines “myth” by distinguishing
it from “history” He suggests that “mythical thought conceives of the

7. Susan Ackermans contribution to this volume provides lucid illustration of
this point.

8. See, e.g., the contribution by Marvin Sweeney.

9. Mark Smith, 96 below.
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cosmos as a static system, composed of various elements and relations that
are eternal, necessary, and essential” By contrast, “Historical thought ...
apprehends the world as a realm of accidence, contingence, and time. This
properly empirical reality is thinkable as such only in opposition to some
strictly utopian ideal beyond the empirical” These two categories create
an “epistemic rupture” across the Israelite biblical tradition and yield “two
versions of the human condition” The version of myth holds that Israel
and God have a natural, essential connection and unity. By contrast, the
version of history avers that “were it not for key human decisions”—largely
“formalized” in the institution of covenant—Israel could have been other
than it came to be.

This is a cogent and defensible analytical distinction. An “unscrip-
tural” reading of these “two modes of narrative” about the human con-
dition treats them as discrete and yields the “epistemic rupture” that
Kawashima identifies. Alternatively, reading both modes of narrative
as “scripture”—as authoritative and, in Mark Smith’s words, “across the
boundaries of their original contexts”—gives the historical mode of nar-
rative a mythic character. Read as “scripture,” the “human decisions” that
connect Israel to God become paradigmatic and normative and set the
conditions for all future covenantal “human decisions.” This approach
adds a mythic dimension to scripture. From the perspective of “scripture”
as “myth,” human beings may well be free to make their own decisions
(perhaps because they are themselves created in the mythical “image of
God™?), but the results of those decisions are clear and immutable. A text
such as, “I offer you the choice of life or death, blessing or curse. Choose
life, and you and your descendants will live; love the LorRD your God, obey
him and hold fast to him: that is life for you and length of days, on the soil
which the Lorp swore to give to your forefathers, Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob” (Deut 30:19-20), precludes death as a consequence of choosing to
love God. Thus “scripture” transforms the “contingency” of history into
the “necessity” of myth.

If this volume prompts fresh assessment of some basic categories for
the analysis and understanding of biblical writings, the collective work
represented here will have served a constructive purpose.
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ParT 1
MyTH IN THE HEBREW BIBLE
AND THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST






“MyYTH” IN THE OLD TESTAMENT*

J. W. Rogerson

For the sake of clarity, I begin with an attempt to define the main terms
that I shall use in this lecture. I wish to distinguish between the terms
myths, mythological elements, and myth. The easiest term to define is myths.
Myths are literary phenomena. They can be transmitted either orally or in
writing, and can be recognized as myths on account of their content. They
are often stories about gods or narratives about the origin of the world
and the human race, or attempts to explain the fate of humanity, attempts
that are placed in the context either of a primal world or a primal condi-
tion of the human race. Mythological elements are the themes or motifs or
personalities that are found in myths and that are taken over into literature
or art or drama.

The most difficult term to define is myth, and I have considerable sym-
pathy for the thesis in the book by Ivan Strenski, Four Theories of Myth in
Twentieth-Century History, that there is no such thing as “myth” and that
the word myth is the name for many, and often contradictory, subjects of
research (Strenski 1987, 1-2).! It would, indeed, be possible to say against
me that the title of this lecture ought to be “Myths” rather than “Myth” in
the Old Testament. However, I have deliberately chosen the word myth in
order to give warnings about the unclarity of this term, and I shall give
reasons for this point.

* This essay is an English translation by the author of a lecture delivered in
German on 17 June 2003, in the Theological Faculty of the Ludwig-Alberts-Univer-
sitét, Freiburg-im-Breisgau. I am grateful to Professor Dr. H. Irsigler for the invitation
to deliver this lecture and for the hospitality given on that occasion. The lecture was an
orientation for subsequent specialized lectures published in Irsigler 2004.

1. See also the conclusion to Rogerson 1974, 174.
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In everyday English, and perhaps also in everyday German, the word
myth has acquired the meaning of something that is a lie or something
that is false. If one uses the word myth in connection with the church, the
Bible, or theology, there is the danger that one will be accused of lack of
faith or charged with saying that the Bible is untrue. Behind these popular
meanings are theories of myth that were widespread in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. According to these theories, myth was a kind
of prescientific way of understanding the world that had no knowledge
of scientific causes of occurrences in nature and that attempted to find
supernatural explanations for these events. An eclipse of the moon, for
example, was understood as the attempt of a cosmic dragon to eat the
moon. A consequence of this view was that myth was held to belong to a
prescientific age of the human race, and that the more the true scientific
causes of events in nature were discovered, the less necessary it was to use
the term myth.

According to another theory of myth, myths were originally magi-
cal stories or sayings that had the purpose of preventing catastrophes or
ensuring good fortune in life. Such myths were later connected with ritu-
als, which were regularly performed. In the twentieth century this theory
had particular influence upon Old Testament scholarship, especially in
England and Scandinavia (see Rogerson 1974, 66-84; Segal 1998). The
discovery of texts from Babylon that dealt with the New Year festival, in
which an account of creation was recited, led some scholars to conclude
that in ancient Israel there was also a New Year festival, in which the bibli-
cal account of the creation of the world was recited. That meant that the
biblical account of creation was a myth in the sense that it functioned as a
magical text in the context of a ritual, whose aim was to ensure the good
fortune of the community in the coming year.

The first theory, which understood myths as prescientific accounts to
understand events of nature, contained more than an element of the truth.
Not all of the conclusions that were drawn from this view, however, can be
accepted. The terms scientific and prescientific are relative. We should not
believe that everything that can be proved in the natural sciences today will
remain unchallenged. In fifty years scientists may well have quite different
views of causes and workings of things in the world compared with today.
Fifty years from now, some of our present scientific theories may appear
to be prescientific. In addition, the view that modern humans have no
myths or do not need them is highly contentious (see Toulmin 1957), and
it must be added that if “prescientific” humans tried to explain happenings
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in nature by means of supernatural agencies, we cannot be sure that their
explanation did not contain genuine insights into the nature of reality. This
whole discussion supports what I have quoted earlier from Strenski, that
myth is mainly a word that stands for many and sometimes contradictory
elements in research. If one insists that myth is always “prescientific,” then
one must conclude that modern humans do not need or have myths. If one
defines the term differently, one can maintain that there are modern myths
that enable people to express their hopes and fears in today’s world and
to understand their place in that world. In other words, the stress is put
much more upon the existential function than the explanatory scientific
potential of narratives that are defined as myths.

The other theory, that myths were originally magical narratives or say-
ings, can be quickly dealt with. It implies a view of magic that modern
anthropologists would hardly recognize. It is connected with the theories
of the English anthropologist James Frazer, who believed that magic was
a form of primitive science, as well as an early stage of religion that, in its
turn, was an early stage of modern natural science. In modern anthropo-
logical research the stress is put upon the social and existential functions
of symbolic actions (which is how magic is understood) and not upon
their allegedly scientific characteristics (see Rogerson 1978).

Are there myths in the Old Testament? In the history of Old Testa-
ment research this question has been answered both positively and nega-
tively. On the one hand, some have asserted that there are no myths in the
Old Testament. Myths are stories about gods, and since the Old Testament
assumes belief in one true God, there can be no myths in the Old Tes-
tament (so Gunkel 1997, xiii). Further, if the Old Testament is inspired
by God, it cannot be mythical. According to this point of view, only one
concession can be made regarding the possibility of there being anything
mythical in the Old Testament, and that is the recognition that at the most
there are mythical elements in the Old Testament. An example of this
would be Gen 6:1-4 (RSV):

When men began to multiply on the face of the ground, and daughters
were born to them, the sons of God saw that the daughters of men were
fair; and they took to wife such of them as they chose. Then the Lorp
said, “My spirit shall not abide in man for ever, for he is flesh, but his
days shall be one hundred and twenty years” The Nephilim were on the
earth in those days, and also afterward, when the sons of God came in
to the daughters of men, and they bore children to them. These were the
mighty men that were of old, the men of renown.
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The occurrence of “sons of God” in this passage as active beings indepen-
dent of God is unique in the Old Testament, and the only place in it where
one can find anything similar to the stories of the gods among the Greeks.
Even those who deny the existence of myths in the Old Testament will
accept that in Gen 6:1-4 a fragment of mythology has somehow entered
into the text; indeed, it is the uniqueness of this passage that supports their
view that there are no myths in the Old Testament. A presupposition of this
view is, of course, that myths are stories about gods (Gunkel 1997, 56-60).

On the other side is the view that a cultural pattern in the ancient Near
East was widespread in which myths and rituals were regularly performed
in order to assure the good fortune of the people and the land. According
to this view, ancient Israel shared this outlook. Not only the biblical story
of creation, but also several psalms were thought to be liturgies, which
accompanied the performance of rituals in which the king played a central
role. On the ground of comparisons with the supposed observances of the
Babylonian New Year festival, researchers such as the British Old Testa-
ment scholar Aubrey Johnson reconstructed festivals in ancient Israel in
which the king was ritually humiliated, beaten, and killed in order to rise
again ritually and to consummate a symbolic marriage with a temple pros-
titute. Johnson based his interpretation partly on the following verses from
Ps 118:7-14 (in Johnson’s translation [1967, 125]):

With Yahweh on my side I do not fear

What man may do to me.

With Yahweh on my side to give me aid,

I gaze in triumph on them that hate me.

It is better to seek refuge in Yahweh

Than to trust in man.

It is better to seek refuge in Yahweh

Than to trust in princes.

All nations surrounded me;

Through the Name of Yahweh I cut them off.
They surrounded me, yea, they surrounded me;
Through the Name of Yahweh I cut them off.
They surrounded me like bees;

They died away like a fire of thistles;
Through the Name of Yahweh I cut them off.
Thou didst press me sore that I might fall,
But Yahweh came to mine aid.

Yah, who is my strength and song,

Hath become my salvation.
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Johnson wrote:

The Messiah has been made to suffer humiliation; he has been “chas-
tened sore” and thereby brought close to the gates of the Underworld.
Nevertheless through Yahweh’s devotion (797)) and righteousness (P7TY)
his faith has been justified and he has been delivered from the power of
“Death” and thereby proved righteous (P7%); but ipso facto the people
themselves, as forming a psychical whole with its focus in the king ...
have also been delivered from “Death” and proved righteous (P'7T¥).
(1967, 126)

This is admittedly a somewhat extreme position. However, one of the
results of the position taken by scholars such as Johnson was that the
assumption became widespread in Old Testament scholarship that it was
possible to find in the Old Testament traces of ancient Near Eastern myths
in which there was a battle between the gods and the powers of chaos, the
latter being represented by the sea. An example often quoted comes from
Ps 74:12-14 (RSV):

Yet God my King is from of old,
working salvation in the midst of the earth.
Thou didst divide the sea by thy might;
Thou didst break the heads of the dragons on the waters.
Thou didst crush the heads of Leviathan,
Thou didst give him as food for the creatures of the wilderness.?
Attempts have further been made to connect the Hebrew word téhom
(deep) in Gen 1:2 with the goddess Tiamat in the Babyonian epic Enuma
Elish. Tiamat is slain by the god Marduk and her carcass used in order to
create the world. Even if one is not convinced by this argument, it is unde-
niable that the motif of the sea as a symbol of chaos is found in Dan 7: “I
saw in my vision by night, and behold, the four winds of heaven were stir-
ring up the great sea. And four great beasts came up out of the sea” (Dan
7:2-3 RSV).

What theories of myth are presupposed in these examples? In the
case of belief in the existence of a “myth and ritual” cultural pattern in

2. See Kraus 1989, 100. Kraus draws attention to the section “The Traditions of
a Primeval Sea” in Gunkel’s Schopfung und Chaos (original 1894; now translated in
Gunkel 2006, 61-75). Gunkel was the first to make this connection. See also Day 1985.
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the ancient Near East, an important element was that “myth” was a way
of viewing the world that was quite different from the way the world is
viewed today in Western societies, including the belief that it was pos-
sible to influence and control the world by means of magical practices.
Hermeneutically, it was necessary to reconstruct the cultural and ritual
background of the ancient Near East if Old Testament texts were to be
understood correctly. For example, it is not obvious that Ps 118 was a lit-
urgy accompanying an annual sacred drama in which the king suffered
ritual death and resurrection. This only became credible if the “myth and
ritual” theory was accepted, together with the view that the Old Testament
texts preserved what had once been a widespread pattern of culture in the
ancient Near East.

The aim of this paper so far has been to show that the question of
whether there are myths in the Old Testament is entirely dependent on
how one defines the term myth. In what follows, I discuss four themes
in the light of an attempted definition of myth. They are (1) charter
myths, (2) the mythologizing of history, (3) the origin of myths, and (4)
the “truth” of myths. The view of myth that I presuppose is as follows: all
people, modern as well as ancient, possess charter myths, that is, narra-
tives that attempt to account for the creation of the world, or of a nation,
or other features of daily life. In today’s world, scientific explanations of
the origin of the world have made charter myths dealing with creation
redundant, so that modern charter myths are more concerned with social
conditions. I must add, however, that ancient myths about the creation are
as much concerned to answer the question why as the question how. That
scientific theories are not concerned with the question why has spawned
in today’s world grotesque mythical narratives that feature aliens or other
otherworldly beings. The mythical imagination is not dead!

Moreover, modern as well as ancient societies mythicize their history
and in so doing produce narratives that look for meaning in events and
that express universal values. A good example is the English popular ver-
sion of what happened in 1588 when the Spanish Armada sailed against
Britain. The popular story relates how, when the commander of the Eng-
lish fleet, Sir Francis Drake, heard the news that the Spanish Armada was
on its way, he finished the game of bowls that he was playing, and then set
out to destroy the Spanish fleet with far fewer ships than the Spaniards
had at their disposal. This account, which does not correspond with the
facts, expresses the opinion that English fighters are better than Spanish
ones, that good (i.e., England) triumphs over bad (i.e., Spain), and that an
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English characteristic is that of being unperturbed in the face of imminent
danger. An example from the Old Testament would be the story of David
and Goliath.

CHARTER MYTHS IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

In the first eleven chapters of Genesis there are short formulae that show
that the narratives are set in a primal time that is different from that of the
time of the biblical writers but that is in continuity with that time (see Rog-
erson 1991, 53-55). For example: “In those days there were giants upon
the earth” (Gen 6:4); “Now the whole earth had one language and few
words” (11:1). In addition, events occur in these chapters that would be
outside the normal experience of biblical writers and their presumed hear-
ers or readers. A serpent converses with a woman, presumably in Hebrew,
and moves other than on its belly. The patriarchs enjoy lives that last, in
some cases, over nine hundred years. After the flood the entire human
population of the world numbers only eight. These are charter myths set
in primal time. Their aim is to describe where the world and its inhabit-
ants came from. Various features of daily life are explained: why people
wear clothes, why childbirth is painful, why agriculture is such hard work,
where the rainbow came from, why people speak different languages.

THE MYTHICIZING OF HISTORY

An excellent example of this is the account of the wilderness wanderings
in the books of Exodus and Numbers, and the beginning of Deuteronomy.
It describes the ungratefulness of the generation that was delivered from
slavery in Egypt. Repeatedly, the people complain about conditions in
the wilderness and about the leadership of Moses. They regret having left
Egypt and charge God with having delivered them because he hated them
(Deut 1:27). When the opportunity presents itself, they make a golden calf,
and worship that instead of God (Exod 32).

The reason for describing this as the mythicizing of history is that the
narrative does not correspond with the facts. While, indeed, the historical
facts behind the accounts of the exodus from Egypt and the passage to the
land of Canaan are beyond recovery, the study of the growth of the literary
traditions of the Old Testament has made clear that Israel as a twelve-tribe
political entity is a literary rather than an historical construct, and that it
is impossible that Israel in this form can have taken part in the exodus and
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wilderness wanderings (see Achenbach 2005, 1746-47). Yet the narratives
about the exodus and passage through the wilderness are some of the most
profound stories in the Old Testament. They explore the dynamics of the
problematic relationship between divine power and human weakness, and
make all too clear the heavy price paid by any leader who is called by God
to be an intermediary between God and the people. Moses is repeatedly
criticized and rejected by the people, and even has to share the same fate as
the generation that is not allowed to enter the promised land.

THE ORIGINS OF MYTHS

Where do myths in the Old Testament come from? The first answer is
simple. The myths that are found in the first eleven chapters of Genesis
belong to the common cultural tradition of the peoples of the ancient
Near East. This became clear when George Smith delivered a lecture in
London in 1872 in which he gave the news that he had discovered a Baby-
lonian version of the story of the flood (Smith 1873). Several years later
Smith informed the learned world that he had discovered a Babylonian
account of the creation of the world (Smith 1876). Although not all the
narratives in Gen 1-11 can be paralleled by texts from the ancient Near
East, there is sufficient evidence that the narratives in this part of the Bible
are not unique.

A second answer to the question deals with the mythological motifs
or symbols that occur in biblical narratives. They are mostly things that
stand on the boundary between life and death. For example, the serpent,
which plays an important role in Gen 3, can denote either life or death
(see Handy 1992). In the narrative of the serpent of brass in Num 21:4-9,
the Israelites are plagued by deadly snakes. However, an image of a snake
set up on a pole by Moses enables those smitten to be healed. Another
example is water. It is necessary for life, but it can form floods that are
destructive of life. Similarly, cities lie on the boundary between life and
death. Cain, described in Gen 4:17 as the founder of the first city, is a mur-
derer. As centers of resources for human life, cities become necessary for
the development of communal life; but they can and do become centers of
corruption and the abuse of power.

Myths, as found in the Bible and in texts from the ancient Near East,
are narratives that contain ambiguous symbols in order to explore the
ambiguities of human life—and human fate. Where they are instances of
mythologized history the events they describe happened, or could have
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happened. Their importance lies, however, not in the sphere of history, but
as evidence for attempts to explore the profundities of human existence so
as to be able to cope with life’s ambiguities. Many of the incidents in the
narratives of the wilderness wanderings, such as the provision of manna
or the descent of the quails, can be given natural explanations in terms
of features of life in the Sinai wilderness.? To explain them in naturalistic
terms, however, is to miss their point, which is to explore the paradoxes of
freedom and of what it means to be commissioned to be the people and
servants of God.

THE TRUTH OF MYTHS

For those who maintain that myths are expression of a prescientific men-
tality, or texts designed to accompany magical practices, myths can have
no truth in an objective (i.e., potentially falsifiable) sense. An alternative
view would be that myths can express intuitions of eternal truths or values,
depending, of course, that one accepts that there are such things as eternal
truths or values. The view that is taken of this matter will almost certainly
be determined by the beliefs and understanding of the nature of reality on
the part of the particular theorist.

If the first eleven chapters of Genesis are compared with the texts from
the ancient Near East, the differences between them are striking (see Rog-
erson and Davies 2005, 111-23). In the Babylonian myths the human race
is created in order to do the menial tasks for the gods that the gods do
not wish to do themselves. In Genesis the human race is created in order
to exercise a responsible stewardship over the world on behalf of God. In
one version of the Babylonian story of the flood, the flood is brought upon
the earth because the humans have been making too much noise and the
gods can get no rest (Lambert and Millard 1969, 73). In Genesis the earth
is destroyed as divine judgment upon the wickedness of the human race.

It must be added that the story of the flood in Gen 6-8 is an important
part of the narrative structure of Gen 1-9, which expresses a remarkable
theology. The world described in Gen 1 is a vegetarian world, vegetarian
for animals as well as humans (Rogerson 1991, 21-24; Barr 1992, 76). In
other words, the world described in Gen 1 is not the world of our experi-
ence, but one in which there is harmony and peace between humans and

3. For details, see Noth 1962, 132.
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animals. The world of our experience, in which there is enmity between
humans and animals and in which humans are not vegetarian, does not
come into existence until after the flood. With the help of mythical motifs,
Gen 1-9 expresses the astonishing view that the world has been created
by God but that it is not the world as God intends it to be, on account of
the wickedness of the human race. As far as the theme of this section is
concerned, the truth of myths in the Old Testament is connected closely
with their Sitz in der Literatur (setting in literature), which enables them
to express insights into Old Testament belief in God.

Although this paper has dealt with the subject of myth only superfi-
cially, I hope that it has provided the basis for further thought and reflec-
tion on the subject.
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MYTH AND SCRIPTURE: DISSONANCE AND CONVERGENCE

Dexter E. Callender Jr.

The terms myth and Scripture have often been galvanizing terms when
applied to the Bible. In biblical studies, serious interest in myth typically
falls under the domain of the secular academy, whereas serious interest in
“Scripture” has typically been the concern for communities of faith and the
academic institutions they support. This has been most clearly articulated
in Robert Oden’s The Bible without Theology, subtitled The Theological Tra-
dition and Alternatives to It, in which Oden eschews questions of theology
in his treatment of myth, in support of what he refers to as “the process by
which biblical study is moving to the center of the modern university”—a
process that almost by necessity has included the “jettisoning of much of
the theological tradition” The relationship between myth and Scripture
might be modeled as one of dissonance, whereby the two are rarely, if ever,
placed alongside one another and seem in many respects at odds with one
another. The objective of this paper is to consider how the two terms can
fruitfully be brought together.

I do understand that the opposition of “dissonance” and “conver-
gence” in the same title is itself dissonant, but I have done so to make a
point. Insofar as convergence reflects movement, a “coming together,” my
aim is to argue here for common ground that calls for and allows the two
to move together, maintaining their distinct aims, interests, worldviews—
cultures—to challenge, sharpen, and enlighten one another. The useful-
ness of myth as a concept lies in the attention it draws to language use.
It naturally involves a hermeneutic of suspicion. Scripture as a concept
is useful to point out conventionality. Like “literature,” it is the inscribing
of a canon—a fixed set of symbols that in some way lays claim to its own
inherent importance. But its claim to importance comes from its images
and how they are used.
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28 MYTH AND SCRIPTURE
MyYTH AS A CONCEPT

To speak of myth (mythos) is to invoke a Greek emic category. For our pur-
poses here, to speak of myth as a concept, it is useful to give attention to
the word in its native Greek context. We can then use the semantic range
of the term as a heuristic framework to consider similar phenomena in
ancient Israel.

In the early history of the term, mythos was interchangeable with
logos, indicating simply word or speech—even an unspoken thought. It
is used as speech in contrast to ergon or action. It signifies a story, tale,
or an account. In prose sources, it was increasingly contrasted with logos
and came to be identified with traditional stories of gods and humans.
Luc Brisson observes, “Myth was given a name when its status came to be
contested and its function questioned” (2004, 29). Of course, the Greek
historiographical tradition played a significant role in defining the nature
of myth. Herodotus worked by relying first upon what he was able to wit-
ness or by questioning other eyewitnesses. Thucydides distinguished myth
from history by emphasizing the goal in history of finding use in knowing
exactly what happened, although it may be less attractive or entertaining
than what myths present. When historical writers such as Theopompus
included myths in their works, they did so as an amusing digression to
give the reader a rest (see Wardman 1996).

Scholarly consensus establishes Plato as the beginning of systematic
reflection on myth (see Von Hendy 2002). For Plato, myth is an unveri-
fiable discourse and a nonargumentative discourse. It is unverifiable by
virtue of its referent being, as Brisson summarizes, “at a level of reality
inaccessible both to the intellect and to the senses, or at the level of sen-
sible things, but in a past of which the speaker of the discourse can have
no direct or indirect experience” (2004, 23). It is nonargumentative by
virtue of being narrative—that is, relating events as they are supposed to
have happened, without explanation, and whose parts are linked in a con-
tingent chain. Plato’s ambivalence to myth is apparent in his presentation
of myth on some occasions as false discourse and on other occasions as
true, the truth lying in the extent to which it conforms to philosophical
discourse. The usefulness of myth for Plato is found especially in the areas
of ethics and politics, insofar as it leads individuals through its persua-
sive power to model behavior according to its paradigms (Brisson 2004,
24-27). Plato understands myth as having an effect on the soul—an abil-
ity to give pleasure to the epithymia, the seat of our most primal cravings
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(and feelings). He presents this effect, this power, in terms of an incanta-
tion, a drug, a charm, or more simply as persuasion. The pleasure involved
makes myth a game, but one of consequence, given its powerful effect on
the soul of the addressee (Brisson 1998, 83).! Myth here has an affective
dimension that predisposes one to action or to a shift in disposition.

What is more, there is a rhetorical dimension that makes appeal to
myth appropriate in certain contexts, where mythos and logos are two
strategies of persuasion. In Protagoras, when Socrates expresses skepti-
cism regarding whether virtue can be taught and asks Protagoras to show
him clearly otherwise, Protagoras responds:

Shall ], as an elder, speak to you as younger men in an apologue or myth,
or shall I argue out the question [go through a logos]?

To this several of the company answered that he should choose for
himself.

Well, then, he said, I think that the myth will be more interesting. (Pro-
tagoras 320c, trans. Jowett)

The mythos he proceeds to recount is a story of gods and humans. Follow-
ing the creation and endowing of animals, Prometheus endows humans
with a share of the divine attributes: practical wisdom and fire, allowing a
measure of survival for individuals. Zeus then sends Hermes to humans
bearing respect and justice—to be distributed and ultimately imposed upon
all under pain of death—to ensure survival through community. A similar
example appears at the end of the Phaedo, where timeliness is a stated factor
in Socrates’s decision whether to engage the discourse of myth:

SOCRATES If this is the right moment (kalon) to tell a myth (muthon)
Simmias, it will be worth your while to hear what it is really like upon the
earth which lies beneath the heavens.

1. See also Brisson 2004, 19. Brisson also notes Plato’s occasional derivative or
figurative use of the term “to evoke types of discourse other than the one usually called
‘myth. Two of these instances refer to rhetorical discourse. ... Five of these derivative
occurrences refer to philosophical doctrines Plato criticizes. ... In eleven other cases,
he uses this same term to characterize his own discourse” (2004, 27).
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sIMMIAS Yes, indeed, Socrates, it would be with pleasure (hédeos) to us,
at any rate to hear this myth (tou muthou).?

In these examples we also witness the idea that the appropriateness or
timeliness of deploying the discourse of myth is contingent on the disposi-
tion of the hearer.

Whereas for Plato, philosophy implies a radical departure from tra-
ditional discourse, Aristotle finds a closer relationship between myth and
philosophy and adopts the stance of those who wished to preserve myth
in tragedy or in allegory. The poets of tragedy recast the myths of Homer,
Hesiod and others as expressions of the new values of the city (Brisson
2004, 29-30). Others took myths as repositories of deep truths that were
harmonious with new ideas, truths to be recovered through allegorical
exegesis.? Following in this tradition, myths were interpreted in many
ways, in response to patent falseness, measured by commonsense empiri-
cism, or better, determining the manner of truth it expresses in view of a
rejection of the plain sense and “scandalous content

Viewed along these lines, a concept of myth embodies a type of speech
that is incongruent with commonsense empiricism and discordant with
historiography’s principles of verifiability.> It provokes an evaluation in
terms of truth or falsity and it invites a hermeneutic of suspicion. These
traditional tales come to reflect a different type of speech act with differ-
ent goals. When Aristotle distinguishes poetry from history in the Poetics
and writes of katharsis, he speaks directly of tragedy, where the stock of
traditional stories and motifs found expression (Dorrie 1996, 105). The
myths of Homer and others (in the popular sense) provided the Greek
tragedian poets with material to formulate “truths” not necessarily or best

2. As quoted in Brisson 1998, 83.

3. The fourth-century c.E. writer Sallustius, whose On the Gods and the Universe
gave a systematic analysis of myth, echoed the ideas of earlier writers and saw different
types of myth according to what they intend to express—be it theological, physical,
psychical, material, or some blend of these. See Barrett 1996, 346.

4. Kronos (or Cronus) swallowing his children, as Francis Bacon observed in
Wisdom of the Ancients, exemplifies both concerns. Although Bacon’s criteria for
seeing value in fables were written at the dawn of the scientific revolution, they were
nonetheless informed by sensibilities that had operated since the beginnings of critical
discursive reflection in the fifth century B.C.E.

5. The events it admits are verifiable, either witnessed by others or given to
common experience, and the language is deemed appropriate to express it.
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conveyed in terms of other forms of discourse. Myth serves the aims of
rhetoric, moving the audience—the community—to a particular frame
of mind, much in the same sense that metaphor does, but also to action.
The appropriateness of its use was contingent upon the context in which it
found expression. Appropriateness is critical.

Among the biblical writers, we encounter a similar conception myth
in Sir 20:18-20. In three successive verses, three types of speech act are
compared—parapraxis, myth, and proverb:

18 A slip on the pavement is better than a slip of the tongue; so the down-
fall of the wicked will occur speedily.

19 An ungracious man is like a story [mythos] told at the wrong time,
which is continually on the lips of the ignorant.

20 A proverb from a fool's lips will be rejected, for he does not tell it at its
proper time.

The first, parapraxis, is untimely by definition, whereas a myth and a prov-
erb have their own respective contexts in which they are appropriate and
effective or useful speech acts. The affective dimension is evident in the
Syriac variant, “as the fat tail of a sheep, eaten without salt, so is a word
spoken out of season”

To summarize, we may characterize myth as drawing special attention
to language use. Inasmuch as myth’s identity was forged by the very ques-
tioning that sought to undermine it, it emphasizes language in the service
of a goal, as a specific discrete speech act. But its reception is predicated on
timeliness, that is, on context. In this, myth’s success requires interlocution.

SCRIPTURE AS A CONCEPT

Scripture may be considered in two ways. From a formal standpoint, it is
the result of the development of a literary canon that is considered sacred.
In the case of ancient Israel and Judah, this process of “scripturalization”
generally regards the production and incorporation of literary texts into
what became the Hebrew Bible, beginning with the Torah, most notably
in its manifestation as the Pentateuch. As a concept, Scripture conveys the
idea of a fixed corpus of material with special status, a “bilateral term,” as
Wilfred Cantwell Smith puts it, that inherently implies a relationship with
a community (1993, 4; see also Barton 2007). Scripture in this sense is a
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matter of communal acceptance regarding what to copy and preserve (van
der Toorn 2007). It involves what recognized authorities read and taught
publicly as well as what was read and taught in the home (Heaton 1994;
Davies 2007). It further involves the conferring of official status.

In considering the emergence of Scripture we must distinguish the
canonical process from the literary development of its materials, although
the two are closely related (Childs 1979, 62; Smith 1993, 4; see also Barton
2007). Further, inasmuch as language is convention, the writings of ancient
Israel and Judah incorporate imagery shared with the broader cultural
environment of the ancient Near East—imagery generally denoted “myth,”
“mythic;” or “mythopoeic,” and which raises issues of language use.® Here
the writers selected the core images and language that would anchor
public discourse. These images were not cut from whole cloth, but chosen
from the stock of the most effective expressions of salient experience, and
then pressed into the service of any number of socioeconomic, -political,
and -cultural programs. Thus, in examining materials as Scripture we must
consider the nature of the special status, how the community engages the
text, but also how the individual engages the text.” The religious specialists
featured as creators and custodians of Scripture conferred its special status
by way of proclaiming its inherent importance in metaphors associated
with prophecy and wisdom, but also cult. The idea of divine origin that
informed canonical decisions at the “book” level for the community as a
whole also informed personal experience.

Thus alternatively we can view Scripture conceptually in terms of the
metaphors and images that ground it, regarding these as expressions of
experience. In the case of the Hebrew Bible, torah constitutes the Israelite
and Judahite emic expression of the concept of Scripture, specifically in
the idea of inscribed divine speech. It is in this sense that torah also pro-
vides a depth of expression that is useful when viewed alongside myth as
we have discussed it. We encounter this constitutive expression of torah in
the imagery of the tablets.

6. See the essay of Mark Smith in this volume.

7. Note Childss caution against “hypothesiz[ing] the history of the literature’s
growth in such a way as to eliminate a priori the religious dimensions associated with
the function of the canon”
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ToraH: THE ESSENCE OF SCRIPTURE

The root metaphor of torah is instruction, which emerges in the form
of inscribed divine speech and lays a foundation for Scripture. Torah as
a concept is preeminent in Deuteronomy. The writers present torah
as beginning in experience, a confrontation that is communicative and
thus expressed in the metaphor of interlocution. Torah is then inscribed
on stone tablets and as such is fixed, torn from its original experiential
context in the moment. As inscribed in the Decalogue, torah is rendered
emblematic (see van der Toorn 1996, 360; 1997). The final edition of the
book of Deuteronomy presents the book as an exposition of “this Torah”®
The Deuteronomic writer relates the speech event that lies at the heart of
torah in Deut 4:10-14:

how you once stood before the Lorp your God at Horeb, when the LOrD
said to me, “Assemble the people for me, and I will let them hear my
words, so that they may learn to fear me as long as they live on the earth,
and may teach their children so”; you approached and stood at the foot
of the mountain while the mountain was blazing up to the very heavens,
shrouded in dark clouds. Then the Lord spoke to you out of the fire. You
were hearing the sound of words but seeing no form; there was only a voice.
He declared to you his covenant, which he charged you to observe, that
is, the ten commandments; and he wrote them on two stone tablets. And
the LorD charged me at that time to teach you statutes and ordinances
for you to observe in the land that you are about to cross into and occupy.

Torah foremost is speech, “words” (2'327), and it begins with a speech
event. Here the root metaphor is laid bare in exposition as a confronta-
tion, a face-to-face encounter, in the phrase “standing before the LorD”
at Horeb.? As a communicative confrontation, the speaker is God, who as
mystery speaks mysteriously, given here as “out of the fire” (WRA 7NN,
v. 12).19 In this, the giving of torah is typologically likened to Moses’ first
experience on Sinai in Exod 3, where Yahweh called to Moses “out of the
bush” (7307 TINNA) described as “burning with fire” (WXR2 9Y2). The ambi-
guity of the word 91p “sound” or “voice” and its expression apart from the

8. Deut 1:5. The term X1 indicates making plain or clear.

9. The idiom “face to face” is used explicitly in Deut 5:4.

10. Note also Deut 5:4: “The Lorp spoke with you face to face at the mountain,
out of the fire” (cf. 5:22; 4:33).
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words themselves convey the divine linguistic nature of the speech: “You
were hearing the sound of words [0™27 91p] but were seeing no form;
there was only a voice [p)u

The original experience is instructive and points back to itself: “T will
let them hear my words, so that they may learn to fear me ... and teach their
children so” (4:10).!2 The experience of hearing divine speech is a teaching.
The original experience of hearing instills an immediate affective response
to the direct confrontation with God, expressed as “fear” The direct nature
of the encounter as the source of this fear is clear in Moses’ words: “Has
any people ever heard the voice of a god speaking out of a fire, as you have
heard, and lived?” (4:33).!® This experience, already presented as divinely
linguistic through ambiguity, is rendered more humanly linguistic when
the “words” that Yahweh “lets them hear” mentioned in 4:10 and reiter-
ated in the phrase “sound of words” (v. 12) are clarified as a speech act—a
declaration. "He declared [7a"] to you his covenant” (v. 13). Here the cov-
enant is proclaimed, fixing the experience of speech under a legal meta-
phor—expounded in the ten words to observe, which render a schematic
presentation of the statements on the tablets, and further expounded in
the statutes and ordinances (0"02WNI O'PN) to observe.'* The statutes and
ordinances exemplify “this entire torah” (v. 8). Covenant, Decalogue, and
“statutes and ordinances” are emblematic of the original salient experi-
ence of hearing the voice of God. Thus, as instructive, fear attending the
experience of the sound assumes a distinctive form of covenant loyalty,
which is given further linguistic shape and fixed, assuming as a medium of
instruction the propositional knowledge of the Decalogue and the statutes
and ordinances.!®

The tablets of the Decalogue essentialize the imagery of inscribing.
Further, the divine nature of the inscribed speech is equally central. The
inherent importance of the inscribed words is expressed in the imagery of

11. Cf. Exod 19:19, where the ambiguity of 719 is related to the sound of the ram’s
horn.

12. Cf. Deut 4:9. The didacticism is evident also in 4:36 in the experience of the
fire as “discipline.”

13. Cf. Deut 5:5, “you were afraid before the fire [WR71 2381 DNXRT],” and 5:24-25.

14. On the relation of the statutes and ordinances to the Decalogue, see McCon-
ville and Millar 1994, 54; Miller 1990, 66-69.

15. On fear as covenant loyalty and wisdom, see Weinfeld 1972, 274-81.
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God himself inscribing the speech on the two tablets he makes himself.!®
In this expression of inherent importance torah emerges as Scripture. The
use of stone tablets as the medium as opposed to a scroll is especially sig-
nificant, given the relative paucity of lapidary inscriptions in the land.!” In
Deuteronomy Moses himself constructs the ark as a repository for the tab-
lets, underscoring their nature as fixed and to be preserved (Deut 10:1-5).
But the fixed forms of language are emblematic of the original mysterious
experience and must in some way return to it. This return is accomplished
through meditation and exposition. The address of Moses in Deut 4 closes
by reiterating the experience as instructive:

35 To you it was shown so that you would acknowledge that the Lorb is
God; there is no other besides him. 3¢ From heaven he made you hear
his voice to discipline you. On earth he showed you his great fire, while
you heard his words coming out of the fire. 3 And because he loved
your ancestors, he chose their descendants after them. He brought you
out of Egypt with his own presence, by his great power, 3¢ driving out
before you nations greater and mightier than yourselves, to bring you in,
giving you their land for a possession, as it is still today. 3 So acknowl-
edge today and take to heart [7325"9% Nawm] that the Lorp is God
in heaven above and on the earth beneath; there is no other. *° Keep his
statutes and his commandments, which I am commanding you today
so it goes well for you [T 20™] and for your children after you, so that
you may long remain in the land that the LorD your God is giving you
for all time.

In verses 35-40 Moses summarizes the Sinai experience under the teach-
ing metaphor of discipline: “From heaven he made you hear his voice to
discipline you. On earth he showed you his great fire, while you heard his
words coming out of the fire”!8 This with the experience of deliverance
from Egypt (vv. 37-38) discloses “that Yahweh is God” and “no other” (vv.
35, 39)—which is to be a matter of knowledge (or recognition) and reflec-
tion, “acknowledge [NYT"] today and take to heart [7225-58 Nawm)] that

16. Deut 9:10; cf. Exod 31:18; 32:15-16.

17. On the tablets as expressions of suzerain-vassal treaties, see Kline 1963.

18. Deut 4:36; cf. v. 33; Exod 20:22. On discipline in Deuteronomy and in
Wisdom literature see Weinfeld 1972, 303. Heaven and earth here are undermined
in their semantic associations with “sky” above and “earth” below and clearly suggest
mystery behind and manifestation in front, consistent with the expression “out of the
fire” (WRM TI0N).
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the LorD is God in heaven above and on the earth beneath; there is no
other [T P"R]” (v. 39).1 The phrase “take to heart,” literally “make return
to your heart,” indicates a deliberately repetitive action, hence signifying
meditation or reflection on the covenant metaphor. As in 4:13-14, the
covenant includes additional legal prescriptions, which appear in verse 40
as “his statutes and commandments” (YMIRA™NNRY 1"P1). These are to be
observed for the well-being of present and future generations, “you and
your children after you,” a phrase that returns us to Yahweh’s initial state-
ment of instructive intent revealed to Moses (4:10).

In Deut 6:6-9 and 11:18-20, torah in its propositional dimension is
to be studied, taught, and practiced (6:4-9). The covenant metaphor in
the Shema (6:4-5; cf. 4:35, 39) is to be taken to heart: “Keep these words
that I am commanding you today in your heart” (v. 6), and is further
emblematized physically (6:8) as a starting point for meditative reflec-
tive activity. In 6:7 recitation (7732% DNAIW) of the fixed propositional
form is combined with discursive engagement, “talk about them” (n927
D2). Torah is given further verbal explication interpreted by individuals
as teaching to children (6:7, 20-25; 11:19), returning torah to interlocu-
tion proper. In 6:20-25 teaching the children about the statutes and ordi-
nances is given in the language of the covenant loyalty metaphor as the
divine utterances are associated with the fear of the Lord, with good, and
with life: “Then the LorD commanded us to observe all these statutes, to
fear the LorD our God, for our lasting good, so as to keep us alive, as is
now the case” (6:24).

Ezra’s public reading in Neh 8:1-12 provides a witness to the liter-
ary development and canonical process, the scripturalization of torah. It
presents a view of its role in the community.2° As the “book of the torah
of Moses, which the Lorp had given to Israel” (8:1), the torah in Nehe-
miah is most directly associated with the book of Deuteronomy.?! Here
too we find emphasis on explication and the torah as a thing taught: not
self-evident but appropriated through a process of rendering it in other
terms. Over two dozen named officials, including the Levites, participate

19. Deut 4:39. Verse 35 adds 17251 “besides him””

20. On the setting see Deut 31:9-13. For discussion see Kugel and Greer 1986,
20-22.

21. On the associations between Deuteronomy and Nehemiah, see Blenkinsopp
1989, 153-55; Pakkala 2004, 285.
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in the reading and giving of interpretation.?? The participation of the Lev-
ites accords with Deut 33:8-10, which presents them as torah teachers.
According to the writer, “They read from the book, from the torah of God,
with interpretation [WI91]. They gave the sense [52 D11], so that the
people might understand the reading [X731213°2M]” (Neh 8:8). Although
the reading of the Hebrew torah would likely have been an issue to what
was becoming an aramaized audience, that we are told in verse 2, “Ezra
brought the torah before the assembly, both men and women and all who
could hear with understanding [ynid 7an 59]” (cf. 8:3), suggests more
than a simple matter of translation.?? At the end of the first day we read
of the people rejoicing “because they had understood the words that were
declared to them” (Dﬂt7 WITIN WK 0272 13°20 705 v 12).

The experience of divine speech is conveyed in other terms, among
which is the idea of wisdom. Divine speech was not restricted to prophets
but was mediated in various ways by a variety of human beings—sages
and elders, priests and temple personnel, judges and wise men; it fell
increasingly under the purview of scribes and sages (see Kugel and Greer
1986, 15). In Deuteronomy observance of the “statutes and ordinances” is
itself a display of wisdom (77321) and understanding (711°2).24 Deuteron-
omy gives Joshua’s credentials as Moses’ successor in terms that approach
possession language, describing him as “full of the spirit of wisdom” (851
anan ma).2s

The expansion of the canon (which had come to be embodied in the
Pentateuch) appears to have been influenced by a variety of factors. These
include the increasing age of texts and the influence of Greek culture. The
conception of the Greek poet-prophet provided a relatively easy compari-
son with the tradition of the Israelite prophet, and contributed a model

22. The two lists of thirteen names each may be corrupt. The second group of
thirteen are called “the Levites,” whereas the first group is not identified, but may cor-
respond to the elders (cf. Deut 27:1 as opposed to 27:8). Cf. Deut 17:18; 31:9, 26.

23. For discussion on whether the activity was translation or interpretation, see
Fensham 1982, 216-18; Blenkinsopp 1989, 288.

24. Deut 4:6. See also Ps 37:30-31; 119.

25. Deut 34:9. Note the parallel passage in Num 27:18-23: “The Lorbp said to
Moses, “Take Joshua son of Nun, a man in whom is the spirit, and lay your hand upon
him. ... You shall give him some of your authority, so that all the congregation of the
Israelites may obey.” Cf. Num 11:16-17, 29. On the spirit of wisdom, and on the idiom
“rest upon” (M), see Isa 11:2.
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for inspired literature, more broadly construed. Such is evident when
Socrates observes:

All good poets, epic as well as lyric, compose their beautiful poems not
by art, but because they are inspired and possessed. ... For the poet is a
light and winged and holy thing, and there is no invention in him until
he has been inspired and is out of his senses, and the mind is no more in
him. When he has not attained to this state he is powerless and unable
to utter his oracles. ... And therefore God takes away the minds of the
poets, and uses them as his ministers, as he also uses diviners and holy
prophets. ... For in this way the God would seem to indicate to us and
not allow us to doubt that these beautiful poems are not human or the
work of man, but divine and the work of God; and that the poets are only
the intermediaries of the gods by whom they were severally possessed.?

James Kugel draws attention to its context in Plato’s Ion, “in which poetic
inspiration is compared to the force of a great magnetic stone, which can
then be transferred from the stone itself (that is, the inspiring deity) to
a series of magnetized rings: the poet, the reciter of his poems, and the
audience all receive and emit the inspiring power” (1990, 15-16). The
comparison is interesting by virtue of the invisibility and intangible char-
acter of the force. What is transmitted is perceived not as the symbols of
language, but as an aesthetic or affective force that attends the language.
The human is a medium who then uses the medium of language to trans-
mit to another that which has seized her or him. And what is transmitted
is received as “beauty”

It is the oracular writings of the Sibyl that for Kugel mark “the exact
point of confluence” of Greek and Jewish traditions. These “prophet-like
utterances” show formal influence of biblical prophetic and Jewish apoca-
lyptic writings but were “spoken in verse by an ecstatic pagan poet, one
nonetheless inspired by the true God” (17). Her claim to ecstatic speech
is relevant: “I will speak the following with my whole person in ecstasy /
For I do not know what I say, but God bids me utter each thing” (17). Her
subject matter included not only foretelling the future, but recounting the
history of the world (18). Although material in Judges, Samuel, and Kings
does not purport to be given by an inspired teller, in the postexilic period
Chronicles identifies prophets as the writers of histories (e.g., 2 Chr 26:22;

26. As quoted by Kugel 1990, 16.
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33:19). William Schniedewind has demonstrated the rise of the prophet
as historian and as inspired messenger, who both receives and interprets
the “word of God” (1995). Also notable among the many miscellaneous
types of documents that became Scripture were psalms and songs. Here
the experience of the individual comes increasingly to the fore.

PsaLm 119

Psalm 119 provides another window into the nature of torah as Scripture,
particularly in the way it dislodges torah from its fixed linguistic state. It
treats the concept with respect to its power. Here torah is expressed in
terms of experience, portrayed as an intangible, invisible force of change.
Psalm 119 is anthological in style in its allusions to other biblical texts,
with affinities to Deuteronomic literature.?” This represents another ges-
ture toward scripturalization, a broadening core of material that is fixed
and increasingly drawn upon. Despite the centrality of torah in the psalm,
commentators have noted that its contents are not disclosed. Torah is an
entity independent of the text, the linguistic form it took in the Pentateuch
(Levenson 1987, 561; Reynolds 2010).

In Ps 119 the model for inspiration is given in terms of wisdom, and
torah is equated with wisdom (Hurvitz 1988; Reynolds 2010). The com-
mandments referenced in the psalm reflect the language of wisdom circles,
where the commandment suggests the advice of a sage, but is tantamount
to the revelation of God’s will (Levenson 1987, 566-67). The dimension of
individual experience is emphasized in Ps 119. The psalmist’s experience,
characterized as possessing wisdom, insight, and understanding, comes
by way of reflection on decrees, precepts, and commands, recalling the
personal reflection in Deut 6 and 11:

99 T have more insight ["'N92®1] than all my teachers,
for your decrees are my meditation.

190 T understand [}112NR] more than the aged,

for I keep your precepts

Further, the psalmist’s claim to exceed his teachers and the elders in insight
and understanding uses the roots 59 and "3, recalling Neh 8:8, where

27. The anthological style was first recognized by Deissler 1955. Cf. Miller 1999;
Freedman 1999, 90.
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the Levites and other officials explain the torah to the people, the idiom of
giving “sense” (59W) results in the people understanding (32).28

Further, references to observing the torah with the whole heart (/W
25 573), and delighting (Y5M) in the commandments (vv. 34-35) reveal
the intensity of such experience (cf. Neh 8:17). Possessing the command-
ment becomes an endowment in an even deeper sense in that the word
itself becomes a dispensation of charisma. In verse 43 we read:

Do not take away [52n-5&] from my mouth
your word of truth [NAR™2T],
For I have put my hope in your laws [T"0awn]

The imagery of “taking away” God’s word of truth from the psalmist here
recalls Num 11:17, 25 (the only other occurrence of this sense of the verb
5¥N), where God “strips away” the spirit from Moses, sharing it with the
seventy elders, who prophesy, validating their office (Levenson 1987, 565).

As for the psalm’s own linguistic dimension, Levenson suggests that
the very structure and length of the psalm have an affective aim, “[i]f the
goal of the author was to create the psychic conditions conducive to the
spiritual experience he seeks”; more specifically, “the state of mind that
comes from reading it in a deliberate and reflective fashion”?® All of this
lies beyond what he refers to as “merely knowing the theology” (1987, 566,
emphasis added).

The mystery of the special experience of the individual is established
through the equation of torah with wisdom. Here we may also note that
the presentation of torah in Ps 119 leads D. N. Freedman to conclude that

28. The same two roots appear in Ezra referring to Levites who possess a special
dispensation of wisdom of such quality to procure the protection of God against the
enemies of the returnees (8:16, 18; cf. Deut 4:1-4; 6:17). Thus it is not surprising
that the psalmist states, “your commandment makes me wiser than my enemies” (Ps
119:98).

29. “It seems likely that the psalm was written to serve as an inducement for the
kind of revelation and illumination for which it petitions. Its high degree of regular-
ity and repetition can have a mesmerizing effect upon those who recite it, with the
octad of synonyms functioning like a mantra and providing a relaxing predictability
while banishing thoughts that distract from the object of contemplation” (Levenson
1987, 566).
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the psalm grants torah “virtually the status of a divine hypostasis,” which
leads us to the presentation of Wisdom in Prov 8 (Freedman 1999, 89-90).3°

PrROVERBS 8:22-31

The presentation of 117221 (hokmd) “Wisdom” in Prov 8:22-31 provides
an especially useful example to consider the intersection of myth and
Scripture. It is part of a larger poem that extols the virtues of wisdom
and it presents wisdom in personal terms—important to discussions of
myth in ancient Israel, which often dichotomize monotheism/polytheism
and the stance toward the existence of other “gods” (see esp. Kaufmann
1960). Wisdom proclaims her preexistent status, “created at the begin-
ning [M"WRA] of [God’s] work,” (v. 22), “before the beginning of the earth,”
before the mountains, the hills (v. 25). She was present when the heavens
were established (v. 27), when the skies and great deep (D17N) were cir-
cumscribed (v. 28), when the sea was given its bounds and the foundations
of the earth marked out (v. 29). In verse 30 she was present either as a
“craftsman” or perhaps as a “child” of the deity.!

The nature of the imagery has been the matter of considerable discus-
sion. Does the text portray an independent mythological figure or is it
merely a trope, a metaphor in the simple sense? R. N. Whybray under-
stands it as the hypostasis of a divine attribute, metaphorical and not myth-
ological (1965, 101). Helmer Ringgren seeks a middle ground in seeing the
personification of a divine attribute to which mythological characteristics
taken from other traditions were added to enhance the vividness of wis-
dom’s portrayal (1947, 132-48). Gerhard von Rad sees a personification of
the “primeval order” of the universe,

neither a mythological residue which unconsciously accompanied the
idea, nor ... a free, poetic and didactic use of imagery. The personified
image was the most precise expression available for the subject matter
to be explained. It was much more than simply the objective realization
of such a primeval order; it was, rather, a question of crystallizing specific

30. Freedman makes an explicit connection with Prov 8, citing common vocabu-
lary and theology.

31. The reading (178) “master worker” reflects LXX dppolovoa and the Akkadian
ummanu tradition, whereas the reading “child” (j7R) reflects Ti6nvovuéwy, preserved
in Aquila.



42 MYTH AND SCRIPTURE

experiences which man had had in his encounter with it. He had experi-
enced it not only as a static organism of order, he felt himself assailed by
it ... he experienced it as a bestower of gifts. He saw himself led by her
into a confessional state. (1972, 174, emphasis added)

Von Rad’s conception of the self-revelation of creation, distinctively
Israelite in its address to humans, does not lie far from what one senses
in Yahweh’s self-revelation. Peter Schifer, recognizing the affinity with
Maat/Isis imagery, sees in Prov 8 no less than an image of God, in an
attempt to materialize revelation itself. Wisdom here is “God’s voice on
earth, and more than that, as his daughter, she is God’s embodiment on
earth’—imagery that he suggests the Israelites quickly abandoned (2002,
29).%2 The difficulties of separating image, linguistic construct, and expe-
rience become apparent in these suggestions—such also are the difficul-
ties that attend the apologetically motivated scholarly construct known as
Israelite “demythologizing”

Here, along with questions of myth, we may also observe that the
passage cuts a path that returns us to Scripture—and does so by way of
torah. As Yahweh spoke from heaven for discipline in Deuteronomy (4:36;
cf. 4:10; 11:2; 8:5-6), Wisdom continues speaking to the same end. The
entire poem presents her as speaking iteratively, and in Prov 8:33-34 she
calls out:

Hear discipline and be wise [12211 1011 1pnY]

And do not neglect it.>3

She requires attentiveness on the part of the hearer:
Happy is the one who listens to me [*9 YW DR MWK],
Watching [TpW5] daily at my gates,

Waiting [AnWH] beside my doors ["TNa MMnJ.

Attending to gates and doors recalls the doorposts and gates of Deut 6:9
(Cross and Saley 1970; see also van der Toorn 1997, 241). Those who are
attentive are rewarded with life and favor, recalling what we have seen

32. Schifer 2002, 29. Note also the proposal of Judith Hadley that “Lady Wisdom”
is “literary compensation” for the eradication of the worship of goddesses like Asherah
(Hadley 1997). See also my discussion in Callender 2000.

33. Cf. Prov 8:10. For the root Y38 “neglect” applied to discipline see also 1:25;
13:18; 15:32. On the iterative nature see esp. 8:1-10.



CALLENDER: MYTH AND SCRIPTURE 43

emphasized in Deuteronomy as the blessing of the covenant metaphor
(Prov 8:35-36):

For whoever finds me finds life

and obtains favor []1¥7] from the Lorp;

but those who miss me ["RVUM] injure themselves;
all who hate me love death.

The writer of Ben Sira renders the identification of personified wisdom
and torah explicit.>* In chapter 24 Wisdom is a being in the divine assem-
bly (v. 2), making statements akin to the Egyptian Isis (vv. 6, 7). More-
over, she is equated with a divine speech act, coming forth from the mouth
of the Most High (v. 3).3 Her throne is “in a pillar of cloud,” identifying
her with experience of the wilderness theophany (v. 4). She is identified
with the cult in two senses, both as the divine presence “dwelling” among
the Israelites and as a priest “ministering” in the holy tent (vv. 8, 10). The
writer himself states, “All this is the book of the covenant of the Most High
God, the law that Moses commanded us” (v. 23). He then likens the book
to the source of the primordial rivers of Eden, with wisdom, understand-
ing, and instruction flowing forth from it (vv. 25-27).3

Equally important is the writer’s own inspired exposition, which he
goes on to express as a reinstantiation of the original dispensation. After
likening himself to a watercourse feeding a garden (vv. 30-31), he states,
“I will again make instruction shine forth like the dawn and I will make
it clear from far away. I will again pour out teaching like prophecy, and
leave it to all future generations” (vv. 32-33). In this his speech approaches
possession as he himself speaks the words. Here he likens himself to a
canal, channeling wisdom, which waters the garden (cf. Gen 2:10) and
increases in power, becoming a river, then a sea (vv. 30-31). This recalls
the prophetic imagery of the water flowing (X¥) from the temple in Ezek
47, about which we read, “everything will live where the river goes”*” In
Isa 2:2-3 and Mic 4:1-3 the nations will “stream” (79773) up the “mountain

34. Cf. Bar 3. See Blenkinsopp 1983, 162-67.

35. Cf. Prov 2:6: “The LorDp gives wisdom; from his mouth come knowledge and
understanding”

36. Sir 24:25-27; v. 27 follows the Syriac.

37. Ezek 47:9. Seen elsewhere in the “living waters” that flow (X¥*) from Jeru-
salem (Zech 14:8). In Zech 13 the cleansing spring that removes sin and impurity is
associated with prophecy, true also in Ps 46:4-6 (cf. Amos 1:2; Joel 3:16).
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of Yahweh’s abode” to receive instruction: “That he may teach us [117]
his ways ... for torah will flow from Zion and the word of Yahweh from
Jerusalem.”*® The prophetic image of Yahweh teaching at the divine abode
marks a return by way of torah to the instructive experience of a “face-to-
face” encounter at Sinai.

CONCLUSION

In the metaphor of divine speech inscribed on tablets by God’s own finger,
torah in its inception does not lie far from myth. It sets in motion a process
that follows the mystery of linguistic communication as a means of effect-
ing the experience of direct confrontation. Scripture begins as “event” in
confrontation, given as interlocution, a “being spoken to.” It is inscribed
in writing that tears it from its original context as lived event and requires
a return to it, effected by “inspired” expositors who interpret the oracle
and transmit the experience. Its fixed nature in the inscribed tablets is but
one emblematic stop through a variety of forms of expression, forms that
become even more numerous in the requirement to teach. Ultimately, the
experience is mimetically reproduced linguistically in teaching and recita-
tion and mimetically reproduced ritually in prescribed patterns of behavior
and appropriate conduct (cf. Ps 111:10). The diviner-specialist possesses
and is possessed of wisdom, an endowment that is available to anyone—to
all who belong to the community that calls itself into existence.

If with Brisson we see myth emerge as myth from questioning
regarding its status and function, we might then also assert that myth
lies close to a kind of hermeneutic of suspicion—not in the narrow sense
in which the term is commonly used (revealing false consciousness) but
more broadly construed.?® Such a disposition to the materials of myth,

38. Cf. Prov 13:13-15. In Tg. Zech. 13:1 the teaching of the law is likened to
a spring. Further examples of torah conceptualized both in and beyond the written
word can be multiplied in rabbinic literature. On the ontology of torah as living and
organic, see Holdrege 1989, esp. 184-85.

39. Arvind Sharma, who provides a discussion of the reception of Ricoeur’s term
and recasts it within the context of the materials of Hinduism, asserts “the assump-
tion of negativity, which might be implied in the word ‘suspicion’ in the expression
‘hermeneutics of suspicion, prevents the full potential of this hermeneutical concept
from being realized” (2002, 356).



CALLENDER: MYTH AND SCRIPTURE 45

regardless of their particular narrative form,*® views their relation to
reality (positively or negatively) as contextually dependent. It embod-
ies and calls attention to the existence of language systems at work in
the procuring of reality that are not fixed to content but manifested in
use.! Scripture, on the other hand—as seen in the ancient Israelite/Juda-
hite conception, grounded in its image of inscribed divine speech—lies
closer to what we might alternatively call a hermeneutic of faith or accep-
tance. Fixed in stone, its propositions are raised to the highest order as
the threshold to the insider experience of Sinai, a threshold crossable by
a Kierkegaardian leap.*? Yet the claim that Scripture’s propositions lay
to ultimate significance for the individual requires that it participate in
myth, both with respect to traditional content and in adverting to lan-
guage systems. Myth directs attention to a general exploration of lan-
guage and the symbolic order while Scripture provides an avenue to an
assessment of religious phenomena per se, particularly in the context
of “postsecular” society. Approaching myth and Scripture in this way
reveals how the two can in fact be fruitfully brought together, laying a
foundation for further work in the humanities and in the sciences.

Still, in the end Scripture must remain Scripture and myth must remain
myth, and we lose something if we seek to collapse the two. Their meet-
ing can bear fruit only under the appropriate conditions, in the proper
contexts, where the forms of discourse and imagination that call them
into being can be mutually illuminated. Scripture must remain the word

40. On myth in relation to narrative, see Cohen 1969; Ricoeur 1984; Segal 2004,
4-5. Note also Bruce Lincoln’s definition of myth as “ideology in narrative form”
(1999, 147).

41. See also in this regard Barthes’s account of the reception of myth in terms of
how one approaches the relationship between meaning and form (“the duplicity of the
signifier”) by focusing on meaning, on form, or on both at the same time: “The first
two types of focusing are static, analytical; they destroy the myth, either by making
its intention obvious, or by unmasking it: the former is cynical, the latter demystify-
ing. The third type of focusing is dynamic, it consumes the myth according to the
very ends built in to its structure: the reader lives the myth as a story at once true and
unreal” (1972, 128).

42. Here we may consider both the “precritical immediate belief” that Ricoeur
refers to as the naive “first faith of the simple soul,” and what he describes as “the
second naiveté,” in “postcritical faith,” writing of the hermeneutical circle, “you must
believe in order to understand, you must understand in order to believe” (1970, 28;
1974, 298).
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of God, the possession of a community it calls forth and its grounds for
communication. Myth, for its slipperiness with respect to definition, like-
wise must continue to fill its role as a mediating concept—a touchstone for
examining language use as it engages truth, imagination, imagery, play—
and as part of the genetic code of Scripture that allows it to reflect upon
itself as language.
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COVENANT AND CONTINGENCE:
THE HISTORICAL ENCOUNTER BETWEEN
GoOD AND ISRAEL

Robert S. Kawashima

However one chooses to define myth—and as this volume demonstrates,
there exists more than one viable option—it is an intrinsically compara-
tive concept, designating as it does a broad class of cross-cultural phenom-
ena. Consider, for example, Georges Dumézil, that great Indo-European
mythologist, who made of comparison a type of fundamental intellectual
principle: “On ne définit tres bien les choses que par comparaison avec
autre chose”! To employ the concept of myth in biblical studies, then, is
to situate some aspect of biblical literature in relation to “the mythical”
These comparisons may be conceptualized concretely in terms of more
or less direct historical relations—for example, the relation of Gen 1 to
ancient Near Eastern creation myths—or abstractly in terms of formal
or structural resemblances—the approach taken here.? Comparison, fur-
thermore, can be negative (contrastive) as well as positive. Indeed, in the
present study, as its title implies, I make just such a negative comparison,
arguing as I do for the historical, as opposed to mythical, nature of the
“encounter” between Israel and its God, at least according to certain tra-
ditions. I do not question the importance of myth as a critical lens for
studying the Hebrew Bible. I merely propose (as a particular application

1. “One does not define things well except by comparison with something else”
(televised interview with Bernard Pivot, Apostrophes, 18 July 1986). On Dumézil’s
comparative work as a structuralist, see Milner 2008, 45-63.

2. For a more detailed discussion of comparison, specifically with respect to bibli-
cal studies, see Kawashima 2007.
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of Dumézil’s dictum) that in order to define myth, one must compare it to
what it is not, namely, history.

In this chapter, I adopt Mircea Eliade’s structural-symbolic definition
of myth.3 Properly mythical events, in his view, take place in a qualitatively
distinct past he refers to as illud tempus, “that time”: “This primordial situ-
ation is not historical, it is not calculable chronologically; what is involved
is a mythical anteriority, the time of origin, what took place ‘in the begin-
ning, in principio” (1959, 92). In other words, it does not precede reality in
chronological fashion, but underlies it as its paradigm. What this means,
as I have argued elsewhere at greater length, is that mythical thought con-
ceives of the cosmos as a static system, composed of various elements and
relations that are eternal, necessary, and essential (Kawashima 2006; see
also Levenson 1987, 102-3). For if Louis Althusser—to anticipate sub-
sequent discussion—would have the “aleatory materialist” philosopher
reason “not in terms of the Necessity of the accomplished fact, but in terms
of the contingency of the fact to be accomplished” (2006, 174), the sym-
bolic significance of “that time” (the mythic past) is precisely to be always-
already accomplished, that is, necessary.

History, in contrast, belongs to what I call “this time”—a concept
implied but apparently not explicitly developed by Eliade. The historical
past, too, may be irreversible and therefore necessary, but the properly his-
torical event was not always already a fait accompli. Rather, by virtue of
the fact that it takes place within “this time,” it had to emerge at a certain
“measurable” moment (the date of the event) out of the contingency of an
unknown future. Historical thought thus apprehends the world as a realm
of accidence, contingence, and time. This properly empirical reality is
thinkable as such only in opposition to some strictly utopian ideal beyond
the empirical—Israel's God, Plato’s forms. Historical thought, in other
words, constitutes a dualism. Alexandre Kojeve touches on this point: “For
it is quite obvious that Realism is necessarily dualist, and that an ontologi-
cal dualism is always ‘realist’ ” (1969, 154). In stark contrast, the cosmos of
myth, which precedes dualist thought—both logically and historically—is
a monism, a single metaphysical system comprising humanity, divinity,

3. Eliade’s theories have come under a great deal of criticism, perhaps most nota-
bly those of Jonathan Z. Smith: see esp. 1978, 88-103, 289-309; and 1987, 1-23. While
I cannot engage in these controversies here, I do maintain that Eliade’s definition of
myth holds up under scrutiny; see Kawashima 2006, 228 n. 7.
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and nature. For the immanent gods of myth ultimately represent the forces
and principles of the cosmos itself.

Myth and history thus designate two modes of narrative, each cor-
responding to a distinct conception of the past. Myth, by projecting the
cosmos into “that time,” represents it as a system of relations that is, as
R. G. Collingwood observes, “quasi-temporal”: “the narrator is using the
language of time-succession as a metaphor in which to express relations
which he does not conceive as really temporal [namely,] ... the relations
between various gods or various elements of the divine nature” (1946, 15).
History purports rather to recount the empirical past, a set of contingent
temporal events transpiring within “this time.” Following Eliade, then, I do
not define myth in terms of the actors involved (gods and heroes); thus not
every narrative involving divine agency (e.g., the Deuteronomistic His-
tory) is a myth. Nor do I define it in terms of the theme of origins; thus not
all etiological tales (e.g., J’s Primeval History) are myths. Least of all do I
define it in terms of its truth value (fiction vs. fact), for myth no less than
history concerns itself with truth, but truth conceived of as timeless. Con-
versely, a history can be false—one denying the Holocaust, for example—
just as the modern novel, although a fabrication, is an historical narrative
form—“history-like,” to borrow Hans Frei’s (1974, 10-16) famous term.

MyTH, HISTORY, AND THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE

Ultimately, one should analyze myth and history in terms of that larger
historical-epistemological project Michel Foucault called the “archaeol-
ogy of knowledge”™ They constitute two discrete modes of thought, two
epistemes or discourse configurations, separated as such by a “rupture” or
“break” The long-standing thesis in biblical studies positing a “Mosaic” or
“monotheistic” revolution in Israelite religion is a partial recognition of
this underlying mutation in thought.”

4. See, e.g., Foucault 1972. For an overall survey of Foucault’s work, see Gutting
1989; for an extremely succinct yet incisive discussion of Foucault’s major theses, see
Milner 1991, 27-31.

5. For a fuller discussion of the “archaeology” of biblical religion, see Kawashima
2004a, 190-214; and 2006. For an informative but radically different (negative)
account of the “distinctiveness” hypothesis, see Machinist 1991. For a general survey
of the field, see Miller 1985.
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Three caveats are in order, however, with respect to this traditional
hypothesis. First, it is imprecise, because the distinction between poly-
theism and monotheism is too superficial to capture the profound meta-
physical divide separating myth from history. Second, it is a mistake to
speak of the “uniqueness” of Israelite religion, whether this is thought
to bear witness to a putative revelation—so G. Ernest Wright (1950)—
or to the singular genius of a particular people—so, at least arguably,
Yehezkel Kaufmann (1972).% In contrast, my thesis merely but precisely
states that an epistemic rupture has taken place. By an accident of his-
tory this break happens to cut through biblical traditions, but it is in
no way peculiar to them. Inasmuch as this cut traverses other traditions
in the ancient world, the concept of history, not unlike that of myth, is
inherently comparative. In this regard, I have already referred to (and
will return to) ancient Greek thought. I suspect that this epistemic event
is ultimately related to the so-called Axial Age, but this larger hypothesis
must wait for another day.” As a corollary, one should note that inasmuch
as this cut traverses biblical traditions, it distinguishes between mythical
(i.e., “pagan”) and historical elements within the biblical corpus itself.?
In other words, my archaeological analysis is not yet another instance of
ancient Israelite “exceptionalism.” Finally, my thesis does not address the
ostensible superiority of one or another religious tradition. As a purely
agnostic project, it examines the discursive break separating various
theological statements, without addressing the truth values, relative or
absolute, of those statements.

6. Wright’s theological bias is undeniable. Whether and to what extent Kaufmann’s
magnum opus is apologetic is open to debate. Kaufmann himself explicitly denies this
allegation: “It is not undertaken in an apologetic spirit and in the hope of restoring
tradition to its lost eminence” (1972, 1). But inasmuch as he traces everything non-
pagan in the world back to Moses and his revelatory experience, his argument seems
irreducibly theological and apologetic: “As Moses must be considered the initiator of
a religious revolution, so he must be considered the creator of an original idea” (227);
“The beginning of his work was a prophetic experience. He did not learn a priestly
doctrine in Egypt, Midian, or elsewhere” (228). See Levenson’s critical remarks on
Kaufmann (1988, 3-13).

7. See Halpern’s related remarks (1987, 88).

8. My archaeological analysis of myth and history thus does not preclude the dis-
covery of mythic elements within the collection of texts now known as the Hebrew
Bible; see, e.g., Childs 1960; Levenson 1987, 102-11.
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If I do not claim that historical thought is inherently superior (or
inferior) to mythical thought, I do maintain that it is necessarily second-
ary. Before human knowledge conceived of the finitude of historical exis-
tence, it possessed the more intuitive or natural concept of nonfinite being,
namely, the cyclical time of myth, what Eliade called the “eternal return.” I
propose this as a revision of Descartes’s position: “I must not think that my
conception of the infinite has come about, not through a proper idea, but
by a denial of the finite. ... [M]y primary concept is rather of the infinite
than of the finite” (1971, 85). The relatively artificial, derived nature of his-
torical thought can also arguably be inferred from Foucault’s archaeology
of the human sciences. For in The Order of Things he contends that knowl-
edge throughout the “classical age”—that is, the mid-seventeenth through
eighteenth centuries—is based on a “coherence ... between the theory of
representation and the theories of language, of the natural orders, and of
wealth and value” (1973, xxiii), so that the “natural history” of Linnaeus,
for example, in fact classifies nature, maps it onto a two-dimensional sur-
face, a “general grid of differences” (145). Within the classical episteme,
then, “time is never conceived as a principle of development for living
beings in their internal organization” (150); and as a result, it is “impos-
sible for natural history to conceive of the history of nature” (157). It is
only in the “modern episteme,” analyzed in part 2 of The Order of Things
(217-387), that “labour, life, [and] language” (250) become objects of a
form of knowledge in which “a profound historicity penetrates into the
heart of things” (xxiii).

One of the burdens of theistic religions is defining the relationship
between the human and the divine. What institutions and obligations
bind these two parties, and how were they established? What, in other
words, is the “human condition”? In what follows, I will argue for the
existence of two versions of the human condition, two concepts, one
mythical, the other historical. In spite of their surface similarities and
the analogous religious-symbolic functions they perform, I will argue
that they are homonyms, not synonyms—terms developed especially
by Lacan and his followers to distinguish between the superficial mean-
ing of words and their underlying significance as concepts. As Georges
Canguilhem relatedly observed of the life sciences: “the historian should
not make the error of thinking that persistent use of a particular term
indicates an invariant underlying concept or that persistent allusion
to similar experimental observations connotes affinities of method or
approach” (1988, 11). In the present case, one should not be misled by
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the similarities of various “cognates,” “parallels,” and so forth, into pre-
cipitously treating them as synonyms. They may be homonyms, that is,
they may belong to different epistemes.

The early Althusser’s concept of alienation provides an elegant account
of the distinction between these two homonyms:

In short, the final historical totality, which marks the end of alienation, is
nothing but the reconquered unity of the labourer and his product. This
end is simply the restoration of the origin, the reconquest of the origi-
nal harmony after a tragic adventure. ... Yet it is only in a formal sense
that the final unity is the restoration of the original unity. The worker
who reappropriates what he himself produces is no longer the primi-
tive worker, and the product he reappropriates is no longer the primitive
product. Men do not return to the solitude of the domestic economy,
and what they produce does not revert to being what it once was, the
simple object of their needs. This natural unity is destroyed; the unity
that replaces it is human. (1997, 137; written in 1947)

His clear distinction between “natural” and “human” unity is analogous
to what I am calling, respectively, myth and history. The later Althusser,
while placing greater emphasis on the “encounter,” would similarly speak
of the “void”—the contingent space of history—in which, taking his cue
from Epicurus and Lucretius, the clinamen “causes an atom to ‘swerve’
from its vertical fall in the void, and, breaking the parallelism in an almost
negligible way at one point, induce an encounter with the atom next to
it” (2006, 169). Lacan’s well-known interest in the “encounter,” which no
doubt influenced Althusser in this regard, is also relevant:

Where do we meet this real? ... First, the tuché, which we have borrowed
... from Aristotle, who uses it in his search for cause. We have translated
it as the encounter with the real. The real is beyond the automaton, the
return, the coming-back, the insistence of the signs, by which we see
ourselves governed by the pleasure principle. ... What is repeated, in
fact, is always something that occurs—the expression tells us quite a lot
about its relation to the tuché—as if by chance. (1978, 53-54)°

9. For trenchant and lucid explications of these epistemological issues in Lacan’s
thought, see Milner 1991 and 2003.
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The natural unity of myth is necessary and therefore timeless, given as
such without need of becoming. In the absence of a natural unity—alien-
ation, the void—human unity can only come about through a contingent
historical event, an “encounter with the real” that occurs “as if by chance”
Alienation, contingence, encounter—these concepts will trace the outline
of the Bible’s historical thought.

TaHE HuMAN CONDITION

According to various myths, the human condition is established in the
time of creation as part of the cosmic order. That is, it is conceived of as
an eternal, necessary, essential relation defining the place of humans vis-
a-vis the gods—a natural unity. Consider the primary institutions join-
ing heaven and earth. The city, comprising both temple and palace, is
timeless and of divine origin (see Kawashima 2004b, 491-92). Thus, in
Enuma Elish, for example, Marduk, after vanquishing Tiamat, establishes
his cosmic rule by founding his temple Esagila in Babylon, which city he
designates the “centre of religion” (V.130; in Dalley 2000, 259). Similarly,
in the prologue to the Laws of Hammurabi, the king locates his divine call-
ing in the mythic past, when Anu and Enlil “allotted supreme power over
all peoples to the god Marduk” (i.1-26; in Roth 1995), namely, the time of
creation. In effect, his rule is, to borrow Eliade’s phrase, “homologizable to
a founding of the world” (1959, 21). As the Sumerian King List relatedly
informs us, “kingship was lowered from heaven” (ANET, 265). To modern
ears, these fantastic claims made on behalf of earthly realities—Babylon,
Hammurabi—sound like boasts of hubris and/or madness. What they
mean to say, however, is that civilization is neither human nor historical,
but rather mythical and divine.

Within these institutions, the essence of human life is likewise deter-
mined. Enuma Elish, by establishing a natural unity between Babylon and
Marduk, simultaneously creates by extension an eternal relation between
Marduk and the Babylonians. According to Marduk’s decree, the basic
function of humankind is to serve the gods: “Let me create a primeval
man. / The work of the gods shall be imposed (on him), and so they shall
be at leisure” (VI.7-8). Ea, in the Atrahasis Epic, similarly declares: “Create
primeval man, that he may bear the yoke! / Let him bear the yoke, the work
of Ellil, / Let man bear the load of the gods!” (1.195-197; in Dalley 2000).
The burden of humankind is precisely the work of culture, in particular,
agriculture and sacrifice: “They took hold of ... / Made new picks and
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spades, / Made big canals / To feed people and sustain the gods” (1.336-
339).19 In other words, work, like the city, is eternal.

The rule of law finds its place within the same configuration. Accord-
ing to the Mesopotamian concept of kingship, Wolfram von Soden notes,
the kings were to be “representatives of the gods, or of the high god,” and
were, more generally, to oversee “service to the gods” and “provision for
the poor and the weak” (1994, 63). The Laws of Hammurabi, spelling out
the principles of justice enjoined upon the king and his subjects, were
presumably bequeathed to this “pious prince, who venerates the gods, to
make justice prevail in the land” (i 27-49) at the moment of his divine
appointment—as suggested by the stela’s depiction of Hammurabi and
Shamash, the god of justice.

The human condition, then, consists of two unchanging obligations:
“veneration” of the gods through just behavior, and “service” of the gods
through sacrificial observance. Establishing the relation of humans to the
divine world at the moment of their creation makes it internal to human
nature, indeed, internal to the cosmic order. Thus, if this view of human
existence seems tragically deterministic, it is also, as the Atrahasis Epic
demonstrates, absolutely necessary and essential to the cosmos as a whole.
For without humans to serve them, the gods would turn on one another,
as the Igigi did against the Anunnaki, in revolt against their all-too-human
existence (Kawashima 2006, 249-50).

The flood, in Mesopotamian tradition, constitutes a distinct bound-
ary in time—a vivid illustration of Eliade’s concept of illud tempus. That
kingship, according to the Sumerian King List, must be lowered from
heaven a second time after the flood, indicates that the latter completely
disrupts human existence. One might be tempted to interpret the figure
of Atrahasis (the flood’s sole survivor) as the embodiment or guaran-
tor of the continuity of humanity, but this shift in cosmic time coincides
with a transformation of the human species itself—from “primitive” to
“modern”—that effectively cuts him off from his ostensible progeny. The
version of the flood myth embedded in tablet 11 of the Epic of Gilgamesh
further develops this notion in Utnapishtim’s apotheosis and his spatial-
symbolic relocation to the mouth of the rivers—“that place” as the correla-
tive of “that time”” In this way, the mythic past is hermetically sealed, even

10. The eventual transformation of “primeval man” (lullii) into “mortal man”
(awilu) in no way affects this primary condition.
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from the immediately succeeding age of epic heroes. Gilgamesh, himself
two-thirds divine, may bring back the rumor of the time before the flood,
but the singular nature of his achievement—the proverbial exception that
proves the rule—only underscores the inaccessibility of the antediluvian
era. One should recall here Hesiod’s myth of the five ages, each of which
corresponds to a different race of men, comparable to the mutation that
takes place in the Atrahasis Epic. As Jean-Pierre Vernant has observed of
its apparently linear dimension: “If the race of gold is called ‘the first, it is
not because it arose one fine day, before the others, in the course of linear
and irreversible time. ... [IJt embodies virtues—symbolized by gold—
which are at the top of a scale of nontemporal values. The succession of
the races in time reflects a permanent, hierarchical order in the universe”
(1983, 6). To return to the king list, then, its emphatically linear form does
not give literary expression to a genuinely historical mode of thought, but
rather to a one-dimensional “science of order” (von Soden 1994, 145-48).

Finally, it is worth noting that Israel, too, possessed a mythic tradi-
tion touching upon the human condition. The Song of Moses (Deut 32)
preserves what appears to be a fragment of a Yahwistic myth of Israel’s
national-ethnic identity:

When Elyon bequeathed [hanheél] the nations [gbyim],
When he divided up humankind,

He set the boundaries [gébilot] of the peoples [ ‘ammim],
By the number of the sons of God.

Thus Yahweh’s portion is his people,

Jacob his allotted estate [nahdlaté]. (Deut 32:8-9)

According to the well-known variant reading attested to in both the Dead
Sea Scrolls (4QDeut/) and the Septuagint,!! Elyon, as head of the pantheon,
created the “nations”—that is, the “peoples” along with their “boundar-
ies”—as private “estates” for each of his “sons”!? Each nation, then, con-
stitutes the correlation of a particular people, land, and god. This myth,
by projecting Israel’s origin into “that time,” much as Hammurabi did his
divine mandate, establishes a natural unity between each national-ethnic
group and its respective god. The exclusivity of this mythic relationship,

11. For a general discussion, see Knohl 2003, 52-53, and references.
12. On the “olden gods,” see Cross 1998, 73-83.
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one should further note, already conforms to the concept of proto-mono-
theism that Baruch Halpern discerns in Israel as well as its neighbors:

[TThe “Hebrew” successor-states to the Egyptian empire in Asia, all of
which crystallized at the close of the Bronze Age along the major trade
routes from Mesopotamia to Egypt ... appear uniformly to have devoted
themselves to the worship of the national god. ... On the Mediterranean
littoral, adherence to the cult of a single high god seems to have been
taken early as the natural way of things. (1987, 84; see also Wellhausen
1957, 440)

In other words, the transformation of myth into history does not coincide
with the evolution of polytheism into monotheism.

THE ENCOUNTER

According to the prose sources of the Bible, the God of Israel is transcen-
dent, not immanent as are the gods of myth. As a corollary, the institu-
tions joining God to humanity—city, temple, palace—do not exist from
the beginning of time; they must come into being. The human condition is
thus defined not as a natural unity but as a state of alienation. An echo of
the idea of “natural unity” is to be found in the garden of Eden, which, it
is understood, is attached to God’s home—apparently eternal, not unlike
Marduks. The function of this prelapsarian unity, however, is precisely
to be lost (Kawashima 2004b). J’s Primeval History thus goes on to trace
how humans are progressively alienated from Yahweh, from Adam and
Eve’s expulsion from the divine estate (Gen 3:22-24), to Cain’s banishment
from God’s presence or “face” (4:14), to humankind’s dispersal from Babel
“over the face of all the earth” (11:8). P’s concept of alienation is more radi-
cal (Knohl 1995, 124-64). According to Gen 1, there is no original unity,
only the metaphysical dualism of spirit and matter, hypostasized in the
description of “the wind of God ... sweeping over the face of the waters” (v.
2). God, in other words, is wholly alien to the physical world, not to men-
tion the human species inhabiting that world (Kawashima 2006). Indeed,
it is only in Egypt under Moses’ tutelage that Israel (and only Israel) comes
to know the Tetragrammaton (Exod 6:2-3). While E’s account of creation
is lost to us—if it ever existed—one can still infer the same structure of
alienation. For, again, Israel does not learn Elohim’s proper name until
the time of the exodus from Egypt (Exod 3:14-15). According to both E
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and P, then, and in striking contrast even to J, none of the ancestors from
Abraham to Moses knows the true identity of “the god of the fathers”!* In
order to put the biblical concept of alienation into proper perspective, one
need only recall Bruno Snell’s observation of the Greeks’ relation to their
gods: “they looked upon their gods as so natural and self-evident that they
could not even conceive of other nations acknowledging a different faith
or other gods” (1982, 24).

These writers thus conceive of the human condition as a problem to
be solved in and through history. The solution they provide is the con-
cept of the encounter between Israel and Yahweh, that is, the call. It is
closely related to Althusser’s theory of the constitution of the subject in
ideology, namely, interpellation. He provides a genuine insight into the
biblical text itself when he offers in illustration of his theory the example
of Moses at Sinai:

God thus defines himself as the Subject par excellence, he who is through
himself and for himself (“I am that I am”), and he who interpellates
his subject, the individual subjected to him by his very interpellation,
i.e. the individual named Moses. And Moses, interpellated-called by
his Name, having recognized that it “really” was he who was called by
God, recognizes that he is a subject, a subject of God, a subject sub-
jected to God, a subject through the Subject and subjected to the Subject.
The proof: he obeys him, and makes his people obey God’s Command-
ments. (2008, 53)

13. The initial alienation of this divine kinsman stands in stark contrast to the
general system of family religion in the ancient Near East. As van der Toorn rightly
observes: “Though for most generations the family god was simply the ‘god of their
father; whom they had inherited rather than chosen, the devotion of the family to
a particular deity must have had a beginning. What was the motive of their distant
ancestor who decided that this deity and not another one would be his god and the
god of his children?” (1996, 78-79). The motives he provisionally reconstructs all
presuppose a natural unity between ancestor and deity: a “link between profession
and devotion,” i.e., scribes (81), and “topographical proximity” (82), i.e., natives. Even
in the case of Amorite family religion, which was “rooted in a tradition of pastoral
nomadism,” the family deities were related to “the traditional land of their ances-
tors” (88)—native, again. Abraham’s nomadic relation to God is altogether different.
Yahweh, by all accounts, comes from neither Ur of the Chaldeans nor Haran nor, for
that matter, Canaan.
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If Althusser thus explicitly bases interpellation on an encounter—here
God and Moses, earlier a policeman and a civilian (48)—our analysis of
biblical narratives on this point reveals that the encounter is meaningless
in the presence of a natural unity. No call without prior alienation. Not
coincidentally, J's Primeval History functions as an exposition to the call-
ing of Abraham, that turning point in human history: “Go from your land
and from your kin and from your father’s house to the land that I will
show you, and I will make you a great nation and bless you and make
your name great, so that you will be a blessing” (Gen 12:2). Abraham is,
in effect, commissioned to reunite his descendants with Yahweh: “For I
have singled him out, so that he might command his sons and his house
after him to keep the way of Yahweh by doing righteousness and justice, so
that Yahweh might bring forth for Abraham what he promised him” (Gen
18:19). J's history thus has the structure of a “tragic adventure”: humans
were never meant to remain in the garden (Kawashima 2004b); on the
contrary, their expulsion, although an apparent setback, plays a crucial
positive role in history. Abrahams historical role, deriving from his human
unity with Yahweh, presupposes the dissolution of that natural unity asso-
ciated with Eden.

According to E as well, Abraham must be singled out and com-
missioned by God, an event we hear about thanks only to a tangential
remark he makes to Abimelech: “God made me wander from my father’s
house” (20:13). One should also recall in this regard E’s famous account
of the Binding of Isaac, in which Elohim’s call of Abraham is put to the
“test” (Gen 22).

For P, alienation takes the spatial form of the dualism established in
Gen 1. P’s history thus comprises a series of dispensations that progres-
sively introduce God into empirical reality under the aegis of a sequence of
divine names: the Noahic covenant as Elohim, the Abrahamic covenant as
El Shadday, and the Mosaic covenant as Yahweh. In this way, God is finally
united with Israel when he takes up residence in the “tent of meeting,” the
telos of P’s history: “And they will know that I am Yahweh their God who
brought them out of the land of Egypt so that I might dwell among them”
(Exod 29:46). The future-contingent tense indicates that previously Israel
had not known their God, and their God had not dwelt among them. If
P’s God does not precisely “call” his chosen ones, he does address them in
a series of second-person imperatives: you will not consume blood (Gen
9:1-17); you will circumcise your sons (17:1-14); you will observe the
Sabbath (Exod 31:12-17; 35:1-3).
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The call makes possible a relationship between previously alien par-
ties—a human unity. It is formalized in the biblical concept of the covenant.
The historical (rather than mythical) discourse surrounding alienation
and the call explains the noteworthy extension of ancient Near Eastern
political forms to the relation—whether bérit or ‘édiit—joining the human
community to the divine realm.!* Out of the political “covenant,” a theo-
logical homonym was forged, necessitated by a gap or lacuna in mythic
thought.!> It matters little whether it was an Israelite invention, and thus
more or less peculiar to biblical tradition.!® Wherever it is found, rather,
it provides evidence of the appearance of historical thought. Conversely,
one should consider its uneven distribution within the biblical corpus. It is
no coincidence that the mythic fragment in Deut 32 discussed above fails
to mention such a covenant.!” For here Israel belongs to Yahweh by eter-
nal birthright, rendering superfluous in advance any subsequent pact. Nor
does it appear in those poems generally identified as “archaic,” and for the
same reason: Gen 49, Exod 15, Judg 5, Hab 3, and so on.!® The cut between
history and myth does not coincide with that between the biblical and the
nonbiblical, but traverses these categories.

In a telling contrast, the prose sources emphasize the centrality of the
covenant, which is premised in turn on the encounter between God and
Israel. In J it begins with Abraham’s divine call in Gen 12:1-3, and it cul-
minates in the covenant Yahweh establishes with Abraham in Gen 15. The

14. For a discussion of the covenant and its relationship to the language of kin-
ship, see Cross 1998, 3-21.

15. In fact, every revolution in thought produces a revolution in terminology, viz.,
a set of crucial homonyms; see, e.g., the theses on “terminology” Althusser proposes in
relation to Marx vis-a-vis “classical political economy” (1970, 148).

16. See, e.g., McCarthy 1963, 168-77; and Sarna 1986, 140.

17.If one insists that this passage establishes a covenant relationship, it is a mythi-
cal (for the reasons stated above) homonym of the historical version to be found in
the prose narratives.

18. The tangential reference to a “covenant” in Deut 33:9 is a possible exception.
Related to this general absence, various “archaic” poems refer to Yahweh’s battle march
from what appears to be his strictly earthly abode: Deut 33:2; Judg 5:4-5; Ps 68:8-9,
18; Hab 3:3, 7 (see McCarter 1992, 124-29). If Yahweh is immanent, then these poems
(or at least fragments therein) are arguably mythical (pagan), comparable to the Baal
Cycle and Enuma Elish. Cross (1998, 19-21) seems to trace the covenant all the way
back to the traditions and institutions underlying archaic poetry. How to map the
cut between myth and history onto his reconstruction of early Israelite religion is an
interesting and important question, which I cannot address here.
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encounter at Sinai does not so much establish the covenant as fulfill it.
The tokens of the divine presence—“smoke” (‘asan) and “fire” (‘és) (Gen
15:17 and Exod 19:18), not cloud and lightning as in E—serve to link the
Abrahamic covenant to its completion at Sinai. According to E, the chil-
dren of Israel are reunited with their newly acquainted God, Yahweh, in
the covenant ceremony at Horeb. The covenantal obligations in this tradi-
tion are contained in the Book of the Covenant, E’s collection of ethical,
civic, and cultic laws. The importance of this encounter is emphasized by
the meal concluding the proceedings, as Israel’s representatives, Moses,
Aaron, his sons, and the seventy elders, ascend the mountain and have a
“visionary experience” (wayyehézii) of God (24:11). Finally, P, in order to
overcome the problem of divine transcendence or alienation (Kawashima
2006), actually constructs a series of covenants in a series of encounters:
Elohim and Noah, El Shadday and Abraham, and Yahweh and Moses
along with the Israelites (Cross 1973, 295-300; Kawashima 2010, 56-58).
Each encounter, sealed with a covenant, brings Yahweh closer to unifica-
tion with Israel. P’s periodization of history may resemble Eliade’s notion
of mythic time—recall, for example, Hesiod’s myth of the Five Ages. But
whereas Hesiod’s ages are nonlinear and discrete (see above), P’s four ages
take place in a linear and continuous time line. Unlike Hammurabi’s law
code, this law is given in human time, albeit an abnormal time—the so-
called wilderness period.

What separates the concept of the covenant as a “human unity” from
the “natural unity” of myth is not merely the structure (dialectical or not)
of “alienation,” but also the logic of contingence. For the encounter under-
lying the covenant could fail to take place. It only comes about through
what Althusser calls the “swerve” or “clinamen,” which he identifies as
the figure of an “underground history” of the “materialism ... of the alea-
tory and of contingency” (2006, 167). What is more, the encounter could
fail to take hold. Interpellation must hit its mark; the call must elicit the
proper response; and so on. As late as 1970, Althusser more or less took
for granted its success: “verbal call or whistle, the one being hailed always
recognizes that it is really him who is being hailed” (repr., 2008, 48). This
confidence seems to derive from his belief that ideology is “eternal”: “ide-
ology has always-already interpellated individuals as subjects” (49). But
as he would later—no doubt chastened by the disappointments of his-
tory—acknowledge in a patent revision of his earlier position: “everything
in [history] could have swung the other way, depending on the encounter
or non-encounter of Moses and God, or the encounter of the compre-
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hension or non-comprehension of the prophets. The proof is that it was
necessary to explain to the prophets the meaning of what they reported of
their conversations with God!” (2006, 179). Althusser once again perceives
something crucial in biblical tradition. Yahweh becomes the God of Israel,
and Israel the “chosen” people, within a history that could have, and nearly
did, turn out otherwise.!® Biblical narrative repeatedly emphasizes the pre-
cariousness of Yahweh’s nationalist project. Israel would not exist were it
not for certain key human decisions: “And [Abram] believed Yahweh, and
Yahweh reckoned it to him as righteousness” (Gen 15:6; J); “Everything
that Yahweh has spoken we will do and obey” (Exod 24:7; E). Conversely,
certain critical errors threaten this enterprise: “I have seen this people, and
look, it is a stiff-necked people. And now, let me alone, so that my anger
may burn against them, and I may finish them off, and I will make you into
a great nation” (Exod 32:9-10; E); “I will strike them with a pestilence and
disown them, and I will make you into a great nation, mightier than them”
(Num 14:12;J).

The very idea of the so-called wilderness generation—an entire gen-
eration (save for a few exceptional souls) sentenced to die on the way to
Canaan—has, among other symbolic functions, that of indicating that
the nation would never have come into existence but for the unexpected
amnesty God grants to their offspring. Even P, who arguably makes the
fewest concessions to human freedom, teaches this lesson. For the deaths
of Nadab and Abihu (Lev 10) demonstrate that God’s very presence, belat-
edly established in the tent of meeting, is volatile, the result of a delicate
balance that can easily be lost, as Ezekiel would later testify. It is remark-
able that a culture should imagine so vividly its own aborted birth—the
collective equivalent of an individual’s awareness of mortality. But the
nation’s existence must be fragile, when it is in principle contingent upon
each and every Israelite’s covenant loyalty (hesed), an idea expressed most
fully by the Deuteronomistic editor: “And I am making this covenant and
this oath, not only with you, but both with those who are here with us
today standing before Yahweh our God, and with those who are not here
with us today” (Deut 29:14-15).

One might be tempted to discern the concept of alienation in Hesiod’s
myths of Prometheus and Pandora, and of the Five Ages. From the age

19. This sense of contingence is related to what Amos Funkenstein refers to as
ancient Israel’s “historical consciousness” (1993, 52).
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of gold to iron, humans grow increasingly distant from the gods, just as
they are fated, thanks to Prometheus’s trickery, to live a life of pain, toil,
and privation, culminating in death. In this tradition, however, the distance
that opens up between heaven and earth is not a problem to be overcome.
Rather, it is precisely that which separates careworn mortals from blessed
immortals that joins them in a natural unity, an eternal relation willed by
Zeus, whose designs do not fail. There is no question of overcoming this
divide in and through history—that would be hubris. Rather, it is precisely
by cooking that part of the animal designated for human consumption while
burning the rest for the Olympians, by working the soil in order to extract
the grain that Zeus has hidden away, and by marrying that treacherous
“gift” bestowed by the gods upon men, that humankind assumes its proper
place within the cosmos (Vernant 1981a and 1981b). In this light, the bibli-
cal idea that a people must be “redeemed,” “ransomed,” or “rescued” from
their state of alienation in order to enter into a collective relationship with
the national deity takes on its proper significance as a radical development
in religious thought. The Greek tradition, too, would eventually conceive of
the human condition as a problem. Most notably, alienation will be defined
in relation to Truth, specifically as ignorance, whether due to some primary
lack or secondary loss. The solution to this newly conceptualized problem,
from Parmenides’s chariot ride to Plato’s ascent of the soul, is philosophy.

CONCLUSION

The radical distinction between myth and history is arguably a major
break, that is, it cuts through all subsystems of thought, producing hom-
onyms out of the concepts dealing with the gods, humans, the world, and
so on. The human condition is one such set of homonyms. In the analy-
sis offered here, interpellation serves as the governing heuristic concept:
a contingent encounter between alienated parties. One should keep in
mind, however, that interpellation’s original function was to account for
the constitution of subjects, subjects of ideology. It is premised specifi-
cally on a speech act between a first (“I”’) and second (“you”) person: the
“hail” Indeed, the biblical traditions I examined above reflect this speech
act in the call an alienated God places upon his historically chosen people,
in particular, in apodictic law, which scholars have noted is a distinctive,
if not unique, feature of biblical law (see Mendenhall 1954; Sarna 1986,
142). My archaeological analysis thus raises a final point calling for fur-
ther investigation: that the epistemic rupture contained in certain biblical
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traditions gave rise to a new concept of the human subject, a contingent,
historical subject not determined by the “natural” unities of the mythic
cosmos. The very idea of the subject, in other words, actually comprises a
series of homonyms. One will thus need to write, with respect to biblical
traditions, a history of the self and its related “technologies”
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Is GENESIS 1 A CREATION MYTH? YES AND NO

Mark S. Smith

MyYTH AND ITS MODERN DEFINERS

Is Gen 1 a myth? The answer to this question depends on what one thinks
a myth is and also on what one think about Gen 1. For believers in the
Bible, the answer is, of course not. For many readers of the Bible, the idea
of biblical stories as myths became a critical issue because of the discovery
of tablets with stories from ancient Mesopotamia. For centuries, the Bible
was considered the word of God, but texts emerging from excavations in
Mesopotamia challenged the idea of the Bible as unique. When the Bible
was studied in the context of ancient Near Eastern literature during the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it no longer seemed to be so divine
in its origins. Scholarly study of the Bible led to a reevaluation of the
relationship of biblical literature to literature outside the Bible. Ancient
Near Eastern literature was obviously not divine revelation for Jewish or
Christian traditions, yet if extrabiblical literature showed stories or tra-
ditions that appear also in the Bible, then perhaps the Bible was not so
divine either. Because of this, modern biblical study provoked a crisis of
traditional faith. Perhaps the most dramatic example of biblical traditions
found outside the Bible involved Mesopotamian tablets with the story of
the flood as known from Gen 6-9.! The flood story was evident from a
number of Mesopotamian stories (e.g., Atrahasis and Gilgamesh, tablet
XII).2 Sometimes the texts in the Bible and their Mesopotamian parallels

1. For the religious views of the sources of the biblical flood story as well as their
resultant redaction together, see Harland 1996.

2. For convenient reference, see Dalley 2000. For a survey of ancient Near Eastern
traditions about the flood, see Schmidt 1995. Atrahasis is discussed further below.
Regarding the combination of Inanna’s divine roles, note the comment of Harris

-71-



72 MYTH AND SCRIPTURE

appeared to be so close that they seem to suggest a shared worldview or
tradition. (To be sure, scholars also noted important differences between
the Bible and these Mesopotamian stories.)

Modern discoveries have affected the understanding of Gen 1 in par-
ticular. Genesis 1 has often been compared with ancient Near Eastern
texts, in particular with Enuma Elish. This narrative poem exalts the cen-
tral figure, the god Marduk, who creates the universe in the wake of his
victory over Tiamat, the cosmic Sea personified. While scholars generally
view Enuma Elish as a myth, sometimes they have been reluctant to do
the same with Gen 1. Yet, on the face of it, the biblical chapter resembles
Enuma Elish in many respects, and it satisfies the common definition of
myth as a story centered on divine figures or with any number of divine
figures featuring prominently.? So for many readers of these texts, Gen 1
would certainly seem to be a myth.

Yet many other readers, professionals and nonprofessionals alike,
have rejected the significance of the similarities, in part motivated by their
religious attitudes toward the Bible. They champion the Bible’s inerrancy
and view extra-Israelite literature as pagan and untrue. Some scholars
reject the comparisons on more formal grounds, that Gen 1 did not pres-
ent the sorts of divine world and beings found in so many ancient Near
Eastern myths.* Another way that some authors have tried to get around
this problem has been to distinguish stories involving multiple deities in
ancient Near Eastern literature from stories involving only one deity. In
this approach, the Bible is monotheistic and not polytheistic, and therefore
its texts are not myth.> That way, some scholars could regard the ancient
Near Eastern texts as myths, but Gen 1 would not be a myth, and so its

(1991, 264): “The composer of the so-called standard version of the Gilgamesh Epic
incorporated the original separate flood story into his version, surely aware of the
contradictory depictions of the goddess”

3. This is a fairly typical approach to myth. Among more general treatments, see
Segal 2004, 4-5; Kirk 1974, 23, 28-29; Oden 1987, 56; Mettinger 2007, 68-69.

4. Here note the comments of Coats 1983, 47: “If ancient Near Eastern myths lie
behind this unit, it is nonetheless clear that the unit is no longer myth. The generic
character of parallel mythology is not reproduced in the narrative itself” Coats con-
cludes that Gen 1 is to be classified as a “report.”

5. For example, Graf (2004, 53) writes, “In monotheistic Israel, every interven-
tion of God in the visible world—from the creation to the ongoing protection of
God’s people—is understood as history: where God reveals the past, there is no place
for myth?”
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divine revelation about creation could be maintained. As it turns out on
further reflection, the logic behind this distinction does not seem particu-
larly strong: why should the form of divinity serve as the criterion for the
genre of myth? Indeed, many scholars see little logic in using theism as a
criterion of genre, and so they do not draw this distinction. If we use the
simple definition of myth as a story about the gods or divinity, then Gen
1 is a myth.

Still, the matter is not this simple. The difficulty goes back to ancient
Greece, where the word myth originated. The English word myth derives
from the Greek word mythos. If you look the word up in a dictionary
of Classical Greek (e.g., Liddell and Scott 1996, 1151), you will find the
meanings, “word, speech,” as in public speech, conversation, a saying, or a
command. It can also refer to a thing thought or an unspoken word. It also
applies to a tale, a narrative, or a story, and it was used initially without
any distinction between true or false stories. Over time the word came to
refer to a fiction, fable, or children’s story. The Harvard classicist Gregory
Nagy attributes the lack of modern consensus about myth in part to the
semantic shift of the word in antiquity to meaning something untrue, as
opposed to “true things” (alétheia).®

The word myth has also had a complicated modern history. Some more
recent studies, such as that of Andrew Von Hendy (2002), have shown
how the word has had a long career, often reflecting modern attempts to
define and understand religion and science and their proper relationship.
The modern history of definitions of myth reads more like the story of
trying to come to grips with the emergence of science within Europe and
the discovery of other cultures outside Europe and the resulting efforts at
finding a place for religion in light of these modern developments. Von
Hendy correlates the rise of myth as a term in the second half of the eigh-
teenth century to “epidemic defections from institutional Christianity
and remarkable intellectual turmoil about the nature both of religion and
of belief” (3). The word religion is a way to speak about the phenomena
associated with religious practices across cultures (see J. Smith 1998), and
myths serve as a term for the sacred stories of various cultures. Myths

6. For an explicit expression of this contrast, Nagy cites Pindar, Olympian, 1.27-
29 (see Nagy 2002, esp. 241). Nagy attributes the change in the meaning of myth to
the breakdown of the symbiosis between myth and ritual in the archaic and classical
periods of ancient Greece. Prior to this breakdown, myth was at home, according to
Nagy, in contexts of ritual performance.
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could thus refer to religious stories both within Christianity and outside
it. In the end, myth is an extremely problematic term because it developed
to handle modern Western concerns about religion and science in rela-
tion to each other and in relation to non-Western cultures. Von Hendy
considers myth in the modern context “a concept whose two and a half
centuries under construction constitutes one the significant attempts
at what the German philosopher of culture Hans Blumenberg calls the
legitimation of modernity” (xviii). The history of the definitions for the
word myth in modern usage does not resolve the problem of understand-
ing myth; this history reflects the modern problem itself. For this reason
alone, we should be skeptical about discovering some relatively neutral
definition of myth beyond the basic (and arguably banal) definition of
myth as religious stories.

Von Hendy’s book also shows another problem with defining myth:
its definitions often reflect the concerns of the fields of the scholars offer-
ing the definitions. It is not uncommon that scholars define myth in the
image and likeness of their own disciplines.” It is unsurprising that theo-
logians, depth psychologists, anthropologists, Marxists, or literary critics
tend to see the concerns of their own fields in myths. At the same time, the
different perceptions of myths by different disciplines are hardly without
basis. As various approaches have suggested, myths do refer to political
phenomena (e.g., in Enuma Elish and the Ugaritic story known as the Baal
Cycle). Other myths do mention social groups (e.g., priestesses, at the end
of Atrahasis). Religious institutions are referenced (Enuma Elish’s descrip-
tion of the temple Esagila and its mention of “Babylon, home of the great
gods. We shall make it the centre of religion” [Dalley 2000, 259]).8 Myths
do evoke natural phenomena (e.g., the weather in the Baal Cycle, and the
Tigris and Euphrates in Enuma Elish [Dalley 2000, 257; note also the dis-
cussion of the flood stories in Dalley 2000, 7)]). Myths also commemorate
the past (e.g., Nintu’s necklace of flies in Atrahasis [Lambert and Millard
1969, 163; Dalley 2000, 38 n. 42]). Myths draw widely on what scribes
knew of their world, and they included all the various aspects of life and
reality that different modern fields have seen in them. Out of the experi-
ence of the ancients came their literature, and out of their religious expe-
rience came their religious literature. It is valuable to see these different

7. See also Kirk 1974, 13-19. Note also critique of the recent tendency to privilege
the political in myths by Sourvinou-Inwood 1997, 143; see also Clark 2004, 175-76.
8. See also Glassner 1995, 1815.
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aspects of myth. These fields have made important contributions toward
understanding the different dimensions of myth.’

At the same time, with all these particular modern fields weighing in
on a definition or approach to myth, we do not arrive at a basic definition
or idea of myth. Robert A. Segal provides a reason for this situation:

Each discipline harbours multiple theories of myth. Strictly, theories of
myths are theories of some much larger domain, with a myth a mere
subset. For example, anthropological theories of myth are theories of
myth applied to the case of myth. Psychological theories of myth are the-
ories of the mind. Sociological theories of myth are theories of society.
There are no theories of myth itself, for there is no discipline of myth in
itself. Myth is not like literature, which, so it has or had traditionally been
claimed, must be studied as literature rather than as history, sociology,
or something else nonliterary. There is no study of myth as myth (2004,
2; Segal’s italics).!?

9. Let me add a qualification to this point: we should not dismiss the potential
contributions of these approaches out of hand. They all have important perspectives
to contribute to our understanding of the texts that we tend to regard as myths. For
example, a book formative in my education was Erich Neumann’s captivating work,
The Origins and History of Consciousness (the foreword to the book was penned by
Carl Jung; see Neumann 1954). This book offered a systematic presentation of Jung’s
thought as it applied to myth, to show how myths from across the globe captured dif-
ferent points in human psychological development. This is a contribution, and it is
one that is perhaps being extended by those who attempt to include potential insights
from neural science. See, for example, the essays in Hassin et al. 2005. One wonders
what interesting sort of theorizing of myth may develop out of these sorts of studies.

Perhaps each person has what Wyatt (2005) calls “the mythic mind.” Still the dif-
ferences among myths are at least as interesting as those that are shared. Note the cri-
tique of Dundes (1996, 150-51) for the variety of myths in the world, which arguably
undermines the notion of universal archetypes. One might be inclined to reformulate
the contribution coming from such quarters, namely that different cultures generate
myths that draw on their different cultural perceptions of human development. For a
productive use of such theory, see Walls 2001.

10. This point is generally born out by Segal’s (2004) short survey of nineteenth-
and twentieth-century theories of myth and by the probing survey of this territory
from the eighteenth century on produced by Von Hendy (2002). Von Hendy places a
particular emphasis on the importance of German Romanticism on later modern the-
orizing about myth, as he believes this point has been overlooked in several quarters.
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In this perspective, the problem with defining myth is not simply an ety-
mological problem involving Greek mythos; it is also a modern problem
that involves the way knowledge is organized in modern societies. That
this may be a modern problem is suggested by the explosion of interest in
myth in the twentieth century.!! In other words, we may ask what drove
this interest and correspondingly what impact it had on how moderns have
understood myth. I would note one further problem about the modern
exploration of myth: modern theorizing about myth has largely revolved
around classical mythology, and its efforts to address ancient Near Eastern
myths have been rather superficial.!?

Because of these ancient and modern problems with the word myth,
scholars have struggled to produce a proper definition. The classicist
Fritz Graf could respond to the question of the nomenclature of “myth,”
“legend,” or “epic poems” in this critical manner: “The question is irrel-
evant at best, misleading at worst: it is a matter of our categories, and there
is no scholarly consensus as to what these categories mean” (2004, 54). His
fellow classicist, Gregory Nagy, asks in the title of one of his essays, “Can
Myth Be Saved?” (2002). The issue has been addressed also by scholars of
ancient Mesopotamia, including Thorkild Jacobsen (1987, xiii) and Steph-
anie Dalley (2000, xvii). In biblical scholarship, Michael Fishbane (2003,
11 n. 46) declines to define myth in terms of a specific genre. Instead, he
sees myths as accounts of deeds and personalities of the gods and heroes
or their actions. In this approach, myth is as much a matter of content as
it is the formal features of a genre. The classicist Geoffrey S. Kirk suggests
that progress in understanding myth “is to be made by recognizing myth
as a broad category, within which special forms and functions will require
different kinds of explanation. The analysis that is to be applied to a myth

11. Von Hendy makes the point in the introduction to his fine book: “I was sur-
prised in the course of this project, however, to discover how overwhelmingly the true
century of myth is the twentieth” (2002, xiii).

12. On this point, I take Segal 2004 as representative of modern theorizing.
Symptomatic of this classical bias in Segal’s book is his otherwise engaging use of the
Adonis myth to test various theories of myth; neither Segal not the authors whom
he discusses ever mention the foreign setting of the story in Cyprus. Some modern
theorists, such as Erich Neumann and Joseph Campbell, have ventured into ancient
Near Eastern texts, but their efforts tend to conform these texts or their interpretation
to the notions that they have derived on the basis of other material and hardly reflect
a substantive engagement with them.
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must be both flexible and multiform” (1984, 60). In other words, a simple
definition of myth is not simple to figure out.

Using a simple definition of myth could also paper over problems. It
sometimes lets some dubious assumptions sneak into the discussion. One
assumption commonly made is that myths are traditional stories (see Kirk
1974, 23) designed to explain origins and are therefore set in the past. The
great twentieth-century scholar of comparative religion Mircea Eliade put
quite a good deal of emphasis on the purpose of myth to evoke or to rees-
tablish “the creative era” (Kirk 1974, 63-64). In an address delivered in
1980, the anthropologist Edmund Leach defined a myth as “a sacred tale
about past events that justify social action in the present” (1982, 74). Or,
compare Alan Dundes’s definition of myth as a “sacred narrative of how
the world or mankind came to be in their present form” (1996, 148). Now
it is true that many stories that are often called myths are set in the past, for
example, the Mesopotamian flood narratives. Yet in view of some cases,
one may ask how constitutive of myth is a past setting. For example, it
is hardly clear that the Ugaritic Baal Cycle is set in a time of primordial
origins. This raises the question as to whether other narratives in the more
recent past or present and perhaps even in the future may be regarded
as equally mythic in character.!® Biblical and extrabiblical apocalyptic,
for example, in Dan 7-12 and in the New Testament book of Revelation,
ostensibly predict future events, yet they arguably qualify as myth, espe-
cially given their mythic imagery.

A second problem with a simple definition of myth as traditional sto-
ries involves the word traditional. For many scholars, “traditional” evokes
an oral context of storytelling and transmission. Although it is true that
many myths may have originated in an oral context, this is not always the
case. Some myths probably did not. The Mesopotamian story of Erra and
Ishum may be an example of a myth that did not derive from a traditional
oral context, but rather may have originated as a written composition,
generated within a scribal context. There is a related problem with the idea
of “traditional,” oral myths. Ancient myths that may have had oral origins
survive only in written forms, and we have no access to their oral forms.
Among its many accomplishments, Susan Niditch’s book Oral World and
Written Word (1996) has shown that some written works may very well

13. Segal 2004, 5: “The story can take place in the past ... or in the present or the
future”
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imitate oral storytelling style. One implication of this fine insight is that
we really do not have access to oral literature of the ancient Near East. We
probably cannot get at traditional oral literature behind the written record.
On this point, we may note Kirk’s observation: “The vital fact is that myths
in Greek literature exist for the most part only in brief allusions. ... The
myths were so well known that formal exposition was unnecessary, and in
the high classical period, at least, it was felt to be provincial. This changed
in the Hellenistic world after the conquests of the Alexander the Great”
(1974, 14). In the case of Mesopotamian myths, this material may stand at
quite a distance from a strictly oral environment.

ANCIENTS SIGNS OF WHAT MYTHS ARE

From the discussion up to this point, it is evident it may not be the most
productive strategy to deduce a definition of myth and then apply it in
order to decide whether Gen 1 is myth, since after centuries of discussion
scholars have been unable to arrive at a relatively clear definition of myth
(Dundes 1996, 147-59). It seems that we need another strategy to address
the question, is Gen 1 a myth? For the purposes of this discussion, I would
like to try an inductive approach. It might be more productive to take a
look at some of the features involved in the texts generally regarded as
myths and then to observe how they compare with material in the Bible,
including Gen 1. “Theories of myth may be as old as myth themselves,”
Segal (2004, 1) suggests, and so we may attempt to intuit from texts gener-
ally accepted as ancient Near Eastern myths what they seem to be and do
and to see how this sort of information may help to address the question
of myth and Gen 1. It will become clear in the discussion that follows that
I am drawing on observations made by different scholars working on vari-
ous ancient Near Eastern texts. I am going to try to synthesize a number
of their observations and to use them to help us understand the question
of myth and Gen 1.

To begin, we need to decide which texts are going to be considered for
our discussion. In other words, which ancient Near Eastern texts should
we use as examples of myth? Among scholars, there seems to be a con-
sensus that Akkadian myths include the stories of Enuma Elish, Atrahasis,
the Descent of Ishtar, Anzu, and Erra and Ishum. We may also add their
Sumerian counterparts and antecedents, as well as other Sumerian works
such as Enki and the World Order. The vast majority of scholars who use
the term myth would also include several Hittite narratives, such as Tel-
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epinu. They would also include some Ugaritic texts, such the Baal Cycle
(KTU 1.1-1.6), the Rituals and Myths of the Goodly Gods (KTU 1.23),
or at least the narrative of lines 30-76, as well as the main part of Nikkal
wa-Ib (KTU 1.24). These have been called myths in modern collections.
James B. Pritchard’s Ancient Near Eastern Texts (ANET) puts them under
the rubric of “myths, epics, and legends,” and these texts are listed under
“canonical texts with a divine focus” in The Context of Scripture (COS).
It also may be noted that the vast majority are narrative poems, a point
underscored by the title of the collection Ugaritic Narrative Poetry (Parker
1997b), which contains the Ugaritic texts just mentioned. To stay on the
safe side, in this discussion I will generally stick to these texts, which seem
to fit most people’s sense of myth as stories about gods or goddesses.!*
The problem we are discussing may be seen more clearly for the
ancient Near East if we pose the question in this way: how are the texts
that modern scholars label as myths represented? In other words, how did
the ancient scribes of these texts present them? What did they say these
texts were about? To begin, several of these texts explicitly name deities as
their subject matter by adding prose labels to the poetic texts. Attached to
the only known written forms of the poems, these prose labels represent
the earliest known interpretations of the poems. The label for the Ugaritic
Baal Cycle is “about [lit. ‘to’] Baal,” or perhaps more technically speaking,
“belonging to [the series of tablets called] Baal” (Ib], in KTU 1.6 I 1). This
designation is not a genre marker for myth as such, since Ugaritic shows
the same sort of markers for the stories of Kirta and Aghat, “about Kirta”
(lkrt,in KTU 1.1411; 1.16 I 1) and “[about]'®> Aghat (’[/]aght, in KTU 1.19
I 1).16 This sort of label indicates that an individual figure is in some sense
the focus of the narrative. For the Baal Cycle, the label is important for
showing that its ancient scribes regarded the text as being about the god.
The final words of Enuma Elish likewise represent the text as “the Song
of Marduk, Who defeated Tiamat and took the kingship” (Dalley 2000,
274). This quote suggests that the authors of Enuma Elish regarded the god

14. This is so even if at the end of the day one might jettison the category of myth
altogether or at least avoid the idea of myth as a particular genre. For the latter, see
Fishbane 2003, 11 n. 46.

15. The square brackets here are a convention scholars use to mark a letter that is
not represented on the tablet where it may be damaged. The letter was probably there
in ancient times, but today it cannot be seen.

16. These may all reflect the name or title of the tablet series to which they belong.
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Marduk as its central topic. Likewise, the end of Atrahasis tells its audi-
ence that it is to extol the greatness of the god Enlil.!” So in this respect the
ancient labeling of these texts fits the modern notion that myths are about
gods or goddesses.

Beyond this matter of individual divinities, the texts show a sense of
what kind of text they are. Many are not simply narratives but are more
specifically identified as songs. This idea is explicitly stated in texts, either
in their opening or at their end. For this discussion, I will briefly note a
handful of cases (see van der Toorn 2007, 13). The end of Enuma Elish,
as noted above, refers to the text as “the Song of Marduk” (Lambert and
Millard 1969, 7; Dalley 2000, 274). A second example comes from Atra-
hasis, named after its hero by modern scholars (his name literally means,
“exceeding wise”). This text combines creation and flood traditions in a
single composition. As the scholars Wilfred G. Lambert and Alan Mil-
lard note in their edition of Atrahasis (1969, 7, 104-5), this narrative is
called “this song” (an-ni-a-am za-ma-[ra]), specifically the song sung by
the goddess Nintu (in the end of the Old Babylonian version, C = British
Museum; see also Dalley 2000, 274). Lambert and Millard comment fur-
ther: “Thus a deity who confesses to participating in the bringing of the
flood at Enlil's command claims to have sung this ‘song, which is equiva-
lent to authorship. The Mother Goddess is a possible candidate” (1969,
165). In this case, the text is not simply about deities or their deeds; it is
also a narrative song sung by one deity in praise of another.!® Like Enuma
Elish, Atrahasis is labeled this way with the explicit purpose of praising the
deity, and also like Enuma Elish, its performance is called for in the future
as an act of praise.!”

We have more cases from Akkadian literature. These include the Stan-
dard Babylonian version of Anzu, also named for its main divine pro-
tagonist. This text opens as song and as praise: “I sing of the superb son

17. This is perhaps a bit ironic in view of Enlil’s role in the text.

18. This written representation of the narrative as a song serves as a claim for
divine authorship. This may be the earliest case of a claim of divine pseudonymous
authorship; Atrahasis is “Pseudo-Nintu.” Insofar as later readers regard the biblical
Pentateuch as ultimately authored by God, it may be considered as “Pseudo-God”
The text itself represents some of the laws and not the narratives as actually written
by God. See Exod 24:12; 31:18; 32:16; 34:1; Deut 5:22; cf. Exod 24:4 and 34:27 (Moses
writing).

19. On Atrahasis and its musical sensibility, see the insightful essay by Kilmer
(1996).
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of the king of populated lands, Beloved of Mami, the powerful god, Ellil’s
son; I praise superb Ninurta, beloved of Mami, The powerful god, Ellil’s
son” (Dalley 2000, 205). Again we see the idea of the text as a song to
the god. Another instance is the text called Erra (in the Standard Baby-
lonian version), again named for its main divine character. It closes with
the description of “this song” (twice) and it opens: “[I sing of the son of]
the king of all populated lands, creator of the world” (translation of Dalley
2000, 285; see Lambert and Millard 1969, 7; Dalley 2000, 38 n. 46).2° The
end of the text says that it was revealed by the god in a dream to the scribe,
as van der Toorn (2007, 41, 42) has recently emphasized.?! Here Erra, like
Enuma Elish and Atrahasis, is represented as a song to the god sung by a
deity. In this sense, the texts are regarded as having divine authorship, not
unlike Gen 1.

We should note that the idea of myths as songs appears quite widely in
ancient Near Eastern literature. Several Hurrians myths are called “songs,”
such as “the Song of Ullikumi’?? Closer to ancient Israel, the Ugaritic
text often called Nikkal wa-Ib (KTU 1.24) opens as a song: “let me [si]ng
of Nikkal wa-Ib”?* The text then turns to a narrative of the marriage of
Nikkal to Yarikh. The last line of the text at line 39 closes with a hymnic
note: “O Nikkal wa-Ib, of whom I sing, May Yarikh shine, May Yarikh
shine on you!” The text follows with an epilogue (lines 40-50), the first line
of which is regularly reconstructed: “[Let me sing of the Katharat ...].” The
model for this line may be a wedding song (cf. Ps 45:1-2).24

Some of the Mesopotamian examples are songs by deities about dei-
ties that their human audience is to imitate. The great scholar of Sumerian,
Thorkild Jacobsen, commented: “The strictly literary Sumerian works can

20. Stephanie Dalley says that the opening lines to Ishum and Erra “are modelled
on the opening of Anzu” (2000, 313 n. 1).

21. Van der Toorn attributes this unusual presentation to the text’s purpose as
prophecy, specifically regarding the “man of Akkad” who will defeat the Suteans
(tablet IV, lines 131-136; tablet V, lines 25-38). Functioning as prophecy (or pseu-
doprophecy), the text, so van der Toorn suggests, “needed the name of the prophet”
(2007, 42).

22. For this point, see Hoffner 1990, 38. For a convenient translation of the
“songs,” see Hoffner 1990, 40-60.

23. For a convenient presentation of the text and translation of this Ugaritic text,
see Marcus 1997.

24. Note also the opening of RIH 98/02, lines 1-2, with the first-person invoca-
tion preceded by the address for Athtart. See Pardee 2007, 27-39, esp. 30-31.
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be defined generally as works of praise. The praise can be for something
extant and enjoyed, a temple, a deity, or a human king. It can take narra-
tive form as myth or epic, or descriptive form as hymn” (Jacobsen 1987,
xiii). The myths that I have mentioned are, as Jacobsen characterizes them,
praise presented largely in narrative form. Some biblical texts might also
serve as comparable cases of praise largely in the form of narrative,? for
example, Exod 15 and even the laments of Pss 74 and 89, which include
narrative praise.

For this discussion, it is important to emphasize that the oral repre-
sentation of these five texts as songs is a scribal idea, aimed at encouraging
oral recitation of the written text. In other words, oral singing in these
texts is not simply a reflection of their older, traditional origins as oral
texts, as presupposed in many discussions of ancient Near Eastern myth.2¢
(Of course, they may have drawn on notions of oral performance; see
van der Toorn 2007, 12.) Instead, divine orality in these texts is a scribal
representation, and it highlights the authority of the scribal production.
The presentation of these myths as songs is, in short, a claim to divine
performance and revelation of these texts. At the same time, it is very
important to observe that many myths do not make any claims about their
being songs. The Hittite narrative known as Telepinu is very different in
this regard. It incorporates a ritual of appeasement. So this myth may be
regarded not so much as a narrative song but as narrative appeasement.

So what is the upshot of this discussion so far for our understanding
of myths? Myths are narratives about gods or goddesses, which evoke a
world invoked by other means. Myths narrate a world that may be sung
about in songs by human devotees of the deity. Or myths may describe
appeasement of an angry god or goddess in a manner that corresponds
to ritual appeasement of the deity. In other words, in their narrative
form, myths evoke deities and their world, which are invoked by songs
or incantations or other genres of ritual. This does not mean that myths
were necessarily used in rituals (though in some cases, they could have
been); what it means is that different sorts of myths and rituals are often
concerned with the same divine world as it impinges on human society.

25. This point has been emphasized by Fishbane 2003, 37-44, 50-52.

26. Lambert and Millard (1969, 8) mention the conclusion as suggestive of the
impression that the poem was intended for public recitation. See also Dalley 2000, xv,
xvi, and esp. 38 n. 46.
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These sorts of relationships between myths and rituals are evident in some
of the cases that I discuss in the next section.

MyYTHS IN RELATION TO VARIOUS GENRES

How myths are to be understood in their ancient contexts depends further
on how they may be connected with other sorts of textual material. Some
myths are self-standing, while others are combined with other genres. An
example of a self-standing myth would be the Ugaritic Baal Cycle, as far as
one can tell from its extent material; apart from its colophon and scribal
instruction, it stands alone. Other texts show myth combined with ritual
(Dalley 2000, xvi). A fine example of the latter is an Ugaritic text known
as the Rituals and Myths of the Goodly Gods (KTU 1.23). This is a single
text containing a series of rituals in lines 1-29 followed by narrative in
lines 30-76.%7

There are other cases of texts that combine narrative about deities with
ritual. In the Sumerian text Enki and the World Order, the narrative shifts
to ritual at lines 140-154 and then reverts to narrative (Averbeck 2003).28
The Hittite narrative of Telepinu includes a ritual designed to appease the
god’s anger (COS 1.152). The Akkadian work often called the Descent
of Ishtar, a composition of about 140 lines (cf. the Sumerian Descent of
Inanna at some 410 lines), “seems to end with ritual instructions for the
taklimtu, an annual ritual known from Assyrain texts, which took place in
the month of Dumuzi (Tammuz = June/July), and featured the bathing,
anointing, and lying-in-state of a statue of Dumuzi” (Dalley 2000, 154).
Several Egyptian narratives are prefaced by information that they consti-
tute spells (COS 1.32, 33).

Ritual is hardly the only sort of text combined with myth. There is
myth with a medicinal recipe, in the prescription of the hangover in one
Ugaritic text (KTU 1.114.29-31).2° This prescription is prefaced by and
separated with a scribal line from the narrative of El's drunkenness. There
may be “prophecy” in myth. On a passage in Erra and Ishum, Stephanie
Dalley comments: “This line indicates that there is an important element

27. For this text see M. Smith 2006. For a convenient presentation of the Ugaritic
text and translation, see Lewis 1997a.

28.1 wish to thank Professor Averbeck for bringing this example to my attention.

29. For a convenient presentation of the text and translation of these Ugaritic pas-
sages, see Lewis 1997b, esp. 196.
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of pseudo-prophecy in the epic” (2000, 315 n. 52). In other words, this
myth contains a representation of prophecy. Myth can also be combined
with other narrative material. Myths contained within an epic would
include tablet XI in Gilgamesh, with its incorporation of the flood myth,
or the Descent of Ishtar opening in Gilgamesh tablet VII (Dalley 2000, 130
n. 81; Foster 2001, xxi; 2005, 24).

From these cases, it is clear that narrative myth may be wedded to
other forms, including ritual, epic, or even medicinal prescription. To what
ends? Jonathan Z. Smith (1975, 37-38) offers an interesting comment that
addresses this question: “Myth, as narrative, I would suggest, is the ana-
logue to the limited number of objects manipulated by the diviner. Myth
as application represents the complex interaction between diviner, client,
and situation.” In other words, what myth is depends in part on its context.
It is true that some examples involve ritual, and so one might agree with
Smith that the world of divination is analogous to the world of narrative.
As we have seen, ritual invokes a world that myth evokes. In some cases,
such as the Rituals and Myth of the Goodly Gods (KTU 1.23), a single text
that combines myths and rituals both invokes and evokes the divine world.
Yet ritual is only one arena with its “limited number of objects” (to echo
Smith’s quote). There may be other arenas of human activity with their
“number of objects” with correspondences in myth. The sense of myth is
potentially as wide as human experience and imagination.

From the combination of myths with other sorts of texts, we see that
scribal production is important for understanding myths and what they
are. From the examples noted, we can see how complicated mythic nar-
rative may be. In addition, mythic narrative may also borrow from or be
modeled on older myths. For example, Enuma Elish was a particularly
strong textual magnet. Foster (1995, 7, 10) thinks Anzu provided a model
for Enuma Elish (or at least they share a common stock of material; so
Dalley 2000, 230-31; see 240, 277). The creation of humanity in Enuma
Elish tablet VI perhaps evokes the story of Atrahasis (see Dalley 2000,
261). And the figure of Marduk in battle in Enuma Elish recalls the battles
of the god Ninurta in Lugal-e (see Jacobsen 1987, 240), while the portrait
of Marduk in the same text may also owe something to the West Semitic
conflict myth (as represented in the Ugaritic Baal Cycle), as Thorkild
Jacobsen (1968, 104-8) suggested decades ago.>

30. This proposal has gained in plausibility since the publication of an apparent
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Other Mesopotamian myths show dependence on yet other myths.
Benjamin R. Foster (1995, 9) suggests that the ending of Erra is modeled
on the ending of Enuma Elish. The relationship may run deeper, with Erra
perhaps forming a sort of commentary on the world of Enuma Elish.>! In
short, texts may represent narrative agglomerations drawing on other cul-
tural material as well as diverse textual traditions and texts. In this connec-
tion, one may note Jonathan Z. Smith’s comment:

There is something funny, there is something crazy about myth. For it
shares with the comic and the insane the quality of obsessiveness. Noth-
ing, in principle, is allowed to elude its grasp. The myth, like the diviner’s
objects, is a code capable in theory of universal application if it would
only be properly understood. (1987, 78-79)

Indeed, sometimes agglomeration with various sorts of material even
involved translation and migration, whether from Sumerian into Akka-
dian, or West Semitic into Hurrian-Hittite (Elkunirsa [COS 1.149]) and
Egyptian (for example, the Legend of Astarte and the Tribute of the Sea
[COS 1.35]), or Akkadian into Hebrew (Gen 6-38). This textual flexibility
may represent one hallmark of ancient Near Eastern myth.3

Di1vINE SPACE IN MYTH

Up to this point, the discussion has focused on what might be called the
external or formal side of myths. It is equally important to note what is

“missing link” at the ancient site of Mari located on the great bend of the Euphrates.
See Durand 1993, 41-61; and Bordreuil and Pardee 1993, 63-70. For text, translation,
and notes, see Nissinen 2003, 22. For further discussion, see Sasson 1994, 299-316,
esp. 310-14; see also Sasson 1990, 444 n. 12; and M. Smith 2002, 56-57. By the way,
this Mari text goes a considerable way toward confirming the theory of Jacobsen that
the description of the conflict between Marduk and Tiamat in Enuma Elish was bor-
rowed from West Semitic prototypes (this hardly precludes local Mesopotamian influ-
ence as well as various aspects of the description in Enuma Elish, as Assyriologists
have long noted). Jacobsen had in mind the conflict of Baal and Yamm (Sea) in the
Ugaritic Baal Cycle, but the Mari text provides a sort of missing link between them.
See Jacobsen 1968, 104-8. See my discussion and further defense of this view in M.
Smith 1994b, 108-14.

31. See Jacobsen 1976, 227-28. See also the observations in Machinist 2005.

32. By contrast, ritual perhaps migrates and translates less; in this respect, law
seems closer. For discussion, see my essay, M. Smith 2007b.
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inside of myths: what do they evoke in their literary presentation of the
world? As I mentioned earlier, the discussion of myth has often focused on
time, in particular time past. Among scholars, there has been a similar dis-
cussion of sacred space in myths; holy mountains, for example, have been
prominent in this discussion. Space in myth more generally provides a
stage for expressing human perceptions about reality. Two cases illustrate
this point. In Enuma Elish, one effect is grandeur, with the universe as an
object of human contemplation of Marduk’s power. It is the universe not
only in general, but in its details, at once religious and political, astronomi-
cal and divine. Humanity is to see this world that it is theirs and behold its
divine realities. These are deserving of human contemplation and praise.
In these aspects of myth, Gen 1 likewise evokes this sort of response. It too
constructs a divine architecture of grandeur deserving of praise. In these
terms, Gen 1 is mythic.

A second example comes from the Ugaritic text known as the Baal
Cycle. This narrative presents various gods and goddesses moving through
earthly space. In this text deities go to places with names well known in
Ugaritic culture, such as Crete and Egypt. The places in this text are some-
times spaces named and inhabited by humans. In this case, deities do not
walk in some nonhuman or prehuman “mythic places” of a distant past.
They stride the very places known to the ancients who transmitted these
texts. Humans barely appear in this text, and so in a literary sense they
cede their space to gods and goddesses. Where rituals would invoke divine
presence, narrative evokes divine presence in the world. In such a narra-
tive, humans are drawn (or, in a sense, redrawn) into their own worlds that
include deities. With deities represented in this literature, they are present
in the text, and the world in the text becomes theophanous. This literature
allows the human audience to listen in on the deities as they imagine them
to be in their world. Myth in such a case is not simply about the narrative
as such or about its sequence. Myth provides a literary stage that gives dei-
ties a space to reveal who they are in the world of human beings.

For the Baal Cycle, humans visualize and contemplate through the
narrative not only who the gods are in general, but also who they are in
relation to one another. This includes the intimacy between various deities
or groups of deities, and their mysterious bonds with the world of human
experience. In the narrative sequence of events, the text sometimes pauses
for a moment and allows the audience to overhear a divine conversation.
Humans join the deities literarily as they listen in on the words of one deity
directed to another, sometimes conveyed with a certain intimacy and sense
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of affection. For example, the god Baal sends a message to his sister Anat
inviting her to come to his mountain to learn the secret word of the uni-
verse (KTU 1.3 III-1V).33 Humans learn the content of what Anat learns,
as they listen to this intimate communication. In a sense, this sounds more
like Gen 2-3 than Gen 1 in providing a stage for the deity on the earthly
level.3* Just as the deities walk through the world in the Baal Cycle, so too
God walks through the garden in Gen 3. To be sure, the garden of Eden
is no normal space for humans, but the representation of the deity on the
earthly level in Gen 3 is not so distant from what we see in the Baal Cycle.
By contrast, Gen 1 directs human attention upward from the terrestrial
level to the wider universe. In short, myths can be then narratives of rev-
elation. They allow their human audience an opportunity to step into a
deeper reality, one underlying its more mundane existence.

Deities themselves captured basic dimensions of reality for the
ancients, and the relationships among the deities make certain connec-
tions between these aspects of reality. To use an analogy, we may put the
point in terms of grammar. Deities are in a sense the grammatical forms
or morphology of reality; their relationships are its sentence structure or
syntax; and its realities of power, of life and death, of nature and soci-
ety, stand in coordinate and subordinate clauses. What does this “syntax”
express as a whole? Myths can explore reality, they narrate it, but they do
not really explain it in the modern sense. They present “causes” (aetia, the
base for the first part of the word aetiology or etiology in English), but these
are hardly causes or explanations in the modern sense. Instead, they con-
stitute claims that the divinely involved events are connected with condi-
tions in the world known to humans.* What myths seem to do is to evoke
the basic realities that humans face and present a narration that links these
realities to the world of the gods and goddesses.*¢

33. For the text and translation of this passage, see M. Smith 1997, 109-10.

34. The mythic dimensions of Gen 2 are discussed in a recent study by Tryggve
N. D. Mettinger (2007). See also the earlier studies of Gorg 2003; Stordalen 2000; and
Wallace 1985.

35. See the theory of myth as aetia, in modern times associated with the name
of Andrew Lang; for a convenient discussion, see Kirk 1974, 53, 59. More recently,
Glassner (1995, 1815) has emphasized the importance of explanation for Mesopota-
mian myth.

36. Compare the notion of myth as narrative that is “the temporalizing of essence”
by the literary critic Kenneth Burke (1970, 201); cited and commented on by Segal
2004, 85. Note also the idea of the anthropologist Paul Radin: “Myths deal with meta-
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Myths narrate across these realities of deities, humanity, and the
world, but without explaining them, in any modern sense. They narrate
the apparent contradictions experienced in human existence, such as vio-
lence or trouble in the world, whether in Enuma Elish, the Baal Cycle, or
the Bible (Gen 1-3), or mortality in Atrahasis and in the Bible (e.g., in Gen
6:1-4). They may relate the divine source of human threat or the divine
font of human blessing. And without explaining how, these narratives may
claim that the sources of blessings and threat ultimately derive from dei-
ties. They do not really tell us why these things are but what they are and,
to some degree, how. Different scholars discuss the explanatory (or etio-
logical) function of myth, and surely there are plenty of textual references
suggesting the connection between the there and then in the myth and the
here and now of the human audience. Yet such a connection is not really
explanatory in any modern sense; rather, it indicates that the problems of
humanity are bound up with the divine world. In sum, myths narrate reali-
ties, by presenting deities and their actions in or affecting the world, and
they do so by building relations between these deities with plots that cover
and cross over the inexplicable difficulties of human experience. Myths
also indicate that in various ways deities are related to humanity in the
midst of its hardships. In terms of this discussion, Gen 1 surely shows
these hallmarks of ancient Near Eastern myths.

Let us look at the question of Genesis as a myth also in terms of the
presentation of deities in earthly settings. In contrast with the Baal Cycle
or the Goodly Gods, biblical narrative does not generally present deities
operating in a bodily manner in the world, or more specifically, on the
earthly plane. To be sure, there are biblical snapshots of divine activity:
God walking in the garden in Gen 3; or, the “sons of gods” in Gen 6:1-4. To
explain this overall difference, one might be tempted to adopt any variety
of generalizations to account for the relative rarity of such presentations
of gods or God. One might think that avoiding anthropomorphism is key,
but this hardly helps us with various prophetic or apocalyptic images of
the divine. Or one might be tempted to say that the focus of Israel’s narra-
tive in Genesis through Kings is the story of Israel, and God is mediated
through this story. Yet even in apocalyptic texts, there is plenty of material
that would remind readers of ancient Near Eastern myths, yet even here

physical topics of all kinds, such as the ultimate conceptions of reality” (cited from
Segal 2004, 37). In other words, myths map reality in the form of narrative sequence.
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the divine does not inhabit the earth in quite the same immanent manner.
There is divine presence in liturgy (Ps 29) and in prophetic passages (1
Kgs 22 or Isa 6), but descriptions of God in human or “mythic” terms
do not form the backbone of biblical narratives. Whatever the presenta-
tion of God in other biblical texts, Gen 1 does not present God in this
way; indeed, one might argue that it looks decidedly unlike myths in this
regard. So is Gen 1 a myth?

Is GENESIS 1 A “CREATION MYTH”?

As we have seen, a long-standing tendency in discussing the Bible and
myth has been to generate any number of definitions of myth that could
be applied to ancient Near Eastern texts, but not to the Bible. However,
commentators in the last quarter century have largely given up this older
practice of holding up the uniqueness of the Bible as nonmyth over and
against ancient Near Eastern myths.3” Even in rejecting this approach, one
may still wonder why ancient Israel did not preserve longer mythic narra-
tives of the sort seen elsewhere. This may be not a particular function of
religious belief as much as a matter of scribal tradition and its particular
interests. Behind this tradition, it seems that Israel did transmit a collec-
tion of myths or at least constellations of mythic motifs and basic plotlines.
The evidence represented by biblical apocalyptic in Dan 7-12 and later in
the book of Revelation, with their rich mythic imagery and plots, would
seem to support the view that Israel indeed did have a fund of myths from
which it could draw. The more appropriate question about the lack of myth
would seem to be why Israel’s elites in the period generated narratives that
look less mythic, as found in the longer collections of Genesis-2 Kings.
One should be cautious even here. As has been noted, the Bible is full of
the sorts of images associated with myth, even if it does not contain longer
mythic narratives apart from apocalyptic and arguably parts of the Prime-
val History.?® One could perhaps string together a series of biblical scenes

37. See the discussion of Oden 1987, 40-91, esp. 93; and Fishbane 2003, 1-92,
with comments on Gen 1 on pp. 34-35.

38. I have discussed this contrast between the relative rarity of myths in the Bible
and its many mythic images in an article (1994a). To this degree I am in agreement
with Fishbane’s emphasis on the mythic in the Bible. See Fishbane 2003, 1-52. Fish-
bane’s discussion does not address sufficiently this difference between what might be
regarded as biblical myths and biblical mythic images. In this regard, ancient Israel
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that nearly matches scene for scene with the Ugaritic Baal Cycle (or least
a great deal of it).

If one asks about what myths are and do textually and compares bibli-
cal narratives, then it is evident that myths and some biblical narratives
have quite a bit in common. In general, both offer a narrative about a main
deity. They also reference natural, social, and religious phenomena. Both
show scribal use of older narrative material that includes commemoration,
incorporation or use of older texts, modification of older mythic versions,*’
or translation and arguably textual commentary (Gen 1:1-2:3 as commen-
tary on 2:4b-5). Like many ancient Near Eastern texts, Genesis combines
myth to materials that are far less mythic looking. Bernard Batto (1992)
has argued for Atrahasis in fact as the model for Gen 1-9; both cases link
creation and flood. The agglomeration of Gen 1 hardly ends with Gen 1-9
or even the end of Exodus, in chapters 39-40, as noted by many com-
mentators. The trajectory is arguably Sinai as a whole (McBride 2000),
with the theme of the Sabbath. Calling Gen 1-11 “primeval history,” as
many do, has a certain merit, in that these chapters are inextricably linked
to Israel’s so-called history (or better, its “historiographical narrative”) in
Genesis through Deuteronomy, and perhaps through the books of Kings.
Genealogies in Genesis (in 2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27; 25:12, 19; 36:19;
and 37:2; see Cross 1973, 301-5; Tengstrom 1981; Weimar 2008) locate
the primordial events of Gen 1-3 in some sort of “historical” time, perhaps
analogous to the Sumerian King List’s referencing of the flood tradition in

perhaps stands closer to the situation in ancient Greece. Here it may be helpful to
recall Kirk’s observation that I quoted earlier: “The vital fact is that myths in Greek lit-
erature exist for the most part only in brief allusions. ... The myths were so well known
that formal exposition was unnecessary, and in the high classical period, at least, it
was felt to be provincial. This changed in the Hellenistic world after the conquests of
the Alexander the Great” (see Kirk 1974, 14). In longer biblical narrative, there are
little more than allusions to myth, yet the Bible contains many mythic images. Bibli-
cal narrative may be a product of a scribal culture accustomed to mythic images yet
concerned with matters other than myth, as in pre-Alexandrian Greek literature. Or
one might simply wonder if the sample of the Bible is simply too small. Perhaps in the
matter of myth, there may be something simply incidental involved. In the end this
may be one of the major differences that we scholars need to think about more. There
is an abundance of mythic material in the ancient Near East; in comparison, prior to
the Hellenistic period, Israel barely has a whole Bible.

39. Sometimes with additional critique of them (see Moran 2002, 45), or perhaps
with admiration.
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connection with human figures.*® Genesis 2:4a labels the contents of Gen
1 as a genealogy of heaven and earth.*! While this labeling may recall the
idea of theogonic myths involving generations of old cosmic pairs includ-
ing older deities,*? in the context of Gen 1 it no longer functioned in this
manner. Instead, it serves to express the author’s own interpretation of
his material as connected to the historiographical material that follows
throughout the book of Genesis and beyond. Genesis 1 perhaps looks less
like a myth because it stands in the context of a long historical work in
Genesis through Kings.*

For all their considerable differences, the parallel between the Sume-
rian King List and Gen 1-11 is useful for understanding Gen 1 in its larger
context and for the related question as to whether it is a myth. The parallel
has been noted, mostly for possible traces of shared traditions.** For the
purposes of this discussion, it is useful to look briefly at the Sumerian King
List for a comparison with Gen 1 in relation to its context in Gen 1-11.
Like Gen 1, the King List begins with the heavens (“when kingship was
lowered from heaven”). It also relates sequences of time down through
the flood and into historical time. Like Gen 1-11, it details preflood and
postflood figures. Compared with the reigns of its postflood figures, the
Sumerian King List provides much higher dates for the preflood figures.
Both Gen 1-11 and the Sumerian King List incorporate various sorts of
traditional information. Both are also recognized as composite works.
(The preflood material in the Sumerian King List does not appear in all of
the twenty-five known exemplars of this text.*)

What is the upshot of this comparison for the question of Gen 1 as a
myth? No one calls the Sumerian King List a myth, yet within its historio-

40. For a convenient translation of the Sumerian King List, see A. Leo Oppen-
heim’s in ANET, 265-66. The older critical edition of this text is Jacobsen 1939. For
a good discussion of the text, see Michalowski 1983. The discussion of Schmidt 1995
(esp. 2340-41) locates the Sumerian King List within the wider context of Mesopota-
mian flood traditions. Note also Hallo 1996, 7-15. Hallos concerns are largely com-
parative (see below).

41. As noted by commentators, such as Gunkel 1997, 103.

42. For theogonies see the summary discussion of Cross 1998, 73-83.

43. Perhaps the scope in question should be Genesis through Deuteronomy. For
a fine consideration of the latter, see McBride 2000.

44. According to Hallo 1996, 10-13, some of the names in Gen 4:17, in particular
Lamech, reflect a number of the figures also known in the Sumerian King List.

45. This number is given by Vanstiphout 2003, 12 n. 55.
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graphical framework it contains references to “mythic events.” Similarly,
scholars do not use the label of myth for all of Genesis (much less for Gen-
esis—Deuteronomy or Genesis-Kings), and so Gen 1 in its larger context
might not be considered a myth. For all their differences, both the Sume-
rian King List and Gen 1-11 allude to mythic events, but this does not
make either one of them a myth. One might call them mythic, but from a
literary perspective they are not myths.

As this comparison suggests, the position of Gen 1 affects the ques-
tion of whether it is to be viewed as a myth. Genesis 1 stands before any
other text. It is given a position above other texts in the Bible, including
other creation texts (such as Ps 74:12-17 or Ps 104). To the question raised
by this essay, as to whether Gen 1 in its context is a myth, the answer is
negative when its position is considered. As the foundational account at
the head of Genesis to Deuteronomy and beyond, Gen 1 is not a myth. It
is not simply linked to historical time; it is represented as the beginning of
historical time.*6

46. Before proceeding to a final consideration of our question as whether Gen
1 is a myth, I would like to briefly consider two general differences between ancient
Near Eastern myths and the Bible, one involving an external, formal difference and
the second a matter of content. The first is prose versus poetry, and the second is space
as represented in ancient Near Eastern myths versus biblical narrative. One textual
feature of the longer biblical narratives is their construction primarily in prose, in
contrast to the long, poetic versions of myths as generally known in the ancient Near
East. As Pardee (2002, 171) remarks, Ugaritic prose is “an extremely rare feature of
texts of a mythological nature” With little narrative poetry beyond isolated, single
chapters, the longer biblical narrative agglomerations are not constructed primarily as
poetry, but as prose. What is one to make of this difference? Are there any leads that
might be helpful here? It is true that Gilgamesh tablet XII is thought by commentators
to be prose, which was added by an editor to bring the Akkadian closer to the known
Sumerian version (see George 2003, 1:47-54). More specifically, the Sumerian text,
Gilgamesh, Enkidu, and the Netherworld, was translated into Akkadian as Gilgamesh
tablet XII, lines 129-130 (so Foster 2001, 129). Perhaps one key then to the biblical
situation is not simply an aversion on the part of Israel’s textual elites to depicting the
divine. The use of prose itself may be important here.

It has been thought that the prosaic character of most biblical narrative might be
at least in part a matter of scribal production overtaking the oral settings that gener-
ated Israel’s older stories (so Kawashima 2004). It is not clear that this is generally
the case. I say this because Kawashima (2004) does not examine or demonstrate the
cultural and historical conditions that would support his reconstruction. Instead, he
presupposes that this reconstruction was the situation involved and then reads vari-
ous biblical passages in light of this reconstruction. For example, he assumes the view
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So as we reach the end of our exploration of myth, what is the bottom
line? Is Gen 1 a myth? The answer is yes and no. From the perspective
of its content, it is certainly very mythic. At the same time, the issue is
complicated by its position (and perhaps also by its overall lack of anthro-
pomorphism). It is not a self-standing narrative. Its place as the head of
Genesis as well as its label as “generations of heaven and earth” (in 2:4a)
linked it to historical time. Its textual location also represented an effort
or claim to make it first relative to other accounts. In effect, this place-
ment expressed a priestly claim for its account of creation in Gen 1 as the
account of creation, much as readers of the Bible often think of it today. In
this manner, we might say that the priestly authors or editors of Gen 1 fun-
damentally altered the nature of the myth in Gen 1. The priestly tradition
in effect effaced the resemblance between the mythic looking content of
Gen 1 and what scholars have generally regarded as ancient Near Eastern
myths. In short, the priestly tradition made Gen 1 into the beginning of

of Frank Cross that ancient Israel enjoyed a long-standing epic tradition until “the
death of the rhapsode” (as he expresses the point in his subtitle) and the passing of
this oral tradition. The question of epic, and in particular Crosss arguments for it,
however, have been highly contested. Dissent from this view from within the tradition
of William Foxwell Albright comes from Hillers and McCall 1976 (reference courtesy
of Seth Sanders). See also Parker 1997a, 7. Note also the older comments of Talmon
1981, 57. In his discussion of Judg 5, Fritz (2006, 695) emphatically denies epic in
ancient Israel: “there was no development of epic verse, as occurred, for example, in
ancient Greece.” I have noted some reservations about Cross’s use of the term (see M.
Smith 2007a). What Cross regards at the vestiges and indicators of Israel’s epic, I view
as something of an “anti-epic” that rejects or displaces Israelite’s Canaanite heritage.
Despite its use of Cross’s notion of epic, Kawashima’s book is quite sophisticated and
offers a number of important observations.

When we do see poetry in our long narrative texts in the Bible, they display a
rather different effect than our ancient Near Eastern myths. In the case of the great
poems of Judg 5 and Exod 15, it seems that they function in context to link the older
world of the events being described. These poems are written in an older Hebrew rela-
tive to their contexts, composed in prose, which are linguistically closer to the world
of the human audience of the narrative. As a result, the older poetic pieces evoke that
distant past of the purported events, and they are linked to—and interpreted for—the
world of the audience’s present via the prose accounts. And yet the presence of both
poetry and prose also marks their difference in time and context for their scribal com-
posers: these poetic events are ancient for them. So poetry in the longer narratives of
the Bible may have a very different function than the long poetic myths of the ancient
Near East.
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Israel’s national and international story. Structurally, Gen 1 ended up no
longer looking like ancient Near Eastern myths despite some of its content.

For many religious readers of the Bible, it is impossible to think of Gen
1 as a myth in the first place, in part because of the modern sense of myth
as something that is not true. Yet for other readers, the content of Gen 1
reminds them of other creation stories from around the world. For these
readers, Gen 1 still looks very much a myth to scholars and laypeople alike.
These readers are not uncomfortable with the idea of Gen 1 as one myth
among many or as only one of the Bible’s ways of looking at creation. We
might say that religious readers who view the Bible as God’s inerrant word
and Gen 1 as historically true follow the view of the priestly tradition itself.
For the priestly tradition as for religious readers of the Bible, Gen 1 begins
as the creation account. In contrast, other readers less concerned with bib-
lical inerrancy may read Gen 1 (or perhaps Gen 1-3) in isolation from
its overall position within Genesis—Deuteronomy or Genesis-Kings. In a
sense, these two different modern approaches to Genesis echo the ancient
situation of Gen 1 with its mythic looking content versus the priestly claim
for Gen 1 implied by its position.

To my mind, neither view has the Bible or the biblical view of creation
quite right, especially if we consider creation within the Bible’s overall
scope. On the one hand, Gen 1 is the creation story for the priestly tradi-
tion, and it stands at the head of the whole Bible. On the other hand, the
biblical tradition did not eliminate other creation texts, for example, the
ones we saw in Pss 74 and 104. Instead, the Bible retained both the priestly
claim to the primacy of Gen 1 and the witnesses to alternative views in
other texts. As the “canonical approach” would remind us, a canonical
perspective then is not the same as the priestly view. Instead, the Bible
preserves a more complex situation, namely a literarily dominant text in
Gen 1 that stands in dialogue with other texts that are less prominent in
terms of their placement. A religiously minded person might say that the
biblical truth of creation constitutes the range or sum of the truths in all of
the various accounts in the Bible.

To put the point in terms of the Bible’s own presentation of creation, it
might be more accurate to say that the truth of creation in Gen 1 is echoed
in other biblical accounts of creation and that their presentations of cre-
ation expand on what Gen 1 conveys. In this perspective, Ps 74’s emphasis
on God’s power in creation would stand as a complementary insight into
the creation that Gen 1 initially lays out for its readers. Psalm 104 offers a
dynamic view of creation and its elements, and an inspiring sense of God’s
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own breath of life infusing the world. This sense of creation adds a dimen-
sion missing from Gen 1. Psalm 104’s ecologically integrated vision of cre-
ation qualifies the human-centered picture presented by Gen 1.#” Creation
is not only good, as Gen 1 reminds its readers; it is also built with divine
wisdom, as Ps 104:24 tells its audience. For the Bible as a whole, the other
creation accounts magnify the sense of creation and its Creator found ini-
tially in Gen 1.8

Other creation passages also qualify any sense of absolute truth that
might be attached to Gen 1 as the single most important biblical witness
to the meaning of creation. The other biblical passages of creation remind
readers that the biblical witness to creation is not to be boiled down to
some basic truth of Gen 1. (Nor would it be easy to do so.) Other passages
potentially serve as foils to Gen 1. If Gen 1 holds up a “good” picture of
creation, other passages suggest something of its “downside,” as it applies
to humanity. The good creation of Gen 1 does not explain human suffer-
ing or evil in the world. Other passages remind us of the dark side of God’s
creation (Isa 45:7; see also Job 3). Finally, yet other creation accounts in the
Bible remind readers that Gen 1 is not to be taken as the single account of
creation in any historical or scientific sense. To the degree that people take
Gen 1 in this way, they fail to understand the full biblical witness to cre-
ation. They arguably idealize and idolize Gen 1 and forget the Bible’s range
of creation accounts. As parts of the Bible, we may say that all of them are
“good” in God’s sight.

The situation of the different creation accounts in the Bible is more
complex precisely because they belong to the Bible. The Bible is not simply
its parts or a variety of works that includes creation texts. In this respect, it
differed in the long term from creation accounts not only in Mesopotamia
and Egypt, but also through most of ancient Israel’s history. Creation texts
of Mesopotamia and Egypt basically remained separate works offering a
range of ideas about creation, a veritable kaleidescope in their perspec-
tives on creation. While Israel’s creation texts began as separate works,
in time its kaleidoscope of creation became part of a single work that we
now know as the Bible. One of the things that ultimately makes Gen 1
different as a creation text is that it belongs to this larger work. In this
larger literary context, creation accounts and allusions are no longer sepa-

47. Contrast the theological approaches of Alomia 2002 and Habel 2006.
48. There are, to be sure, further complexities beyond these considerations. See
Westermann 1984, 175.
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rate texts, but passages meant to be read in conjunction with one another.
This complex of textual activity, as we see it in later biblical texts and the
Dead Sea Scrolls, might be further described as “scripturalizing.” By this I
mean that texts regarded as holy or inspired were coming to be read and
interpreted together; that words or complexes of terms shared by differ-
ent religious texts not only could be read in tandem but should be read
together across the boundaries of their original contexts, beyond the limits
of any individual passage or document. It is this process of scriptural read-
ing linking passages across their former textual boundaries that eventu-
ally distinguishes works that belong to the Bible.* In its placement as the
Bible’s opening, Gen 1 enjoys a singular place in a singular work where its
voice is to be heard not only in the beginning, but also through to its end.

In the end, the question of Gen 1 as myth depends on what we mean
by the word myth and what we think myths are really about. This issue
of the Bible or Gen 1 as myth is as much an issue of our own time as it is
about the Bible or its ancient authors. Finally, the question may ultimately
depend on what credence readers are prepared to give to either the Bible
or to ancient Near Eastern literature in their descriptions of reality.
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MosSES’ DEATH

Susan Ackerman

In the opening lines of his article “The Rod of Aaron and the Sin of Moses,”
William H. C. Propp provocatively quotes the comment of S. D. Luzzato:
“Moses our Teacher committed one sin, but the exegetes have loaded
upon him thirteen sins and more, since each of them has invented a new
sin” (Propp 1988, 19). Luzzatos quote here refers to the many scholarly
attempts to interpret Num 20:1-13, the story in which Moses, with Aaron
at his side, draws water from a rock to provide drink for the thirsting Isra-
elites, yet brings forth that water in such a way, the text indicates, that he
incurs God’s wrath. Indeed, so great is the deity’s anger that God decrees
that as a result of their malfeasance, neither Moses nor Aaron will be per-
mitted to enter into the promised land. But what is it about the means of
bringing forth the water that God found so heinous? This is the question
that the thirteen and even more possibilities Luzzato finds within the exe-
getical record seek to address, by arguing, for example, that Moses struck
the rock rather than spoke to it, as God commanded,' and in fact struck it
twice;? or that Moses failed, in bringing forth the water, to attribute proper
credit and glory to God but rather claimed the miracle for himself and
Aaron;? or that Moses earlier had callously withdrawn from the Israelite
camp to mourn for his sister Miriam, whose death is reported in Num
20:1, rather than attending to the needs of his parched people.* These thir-

1. For those who put forward this interpretation, see Loewenstamm 1976a, 190-
92; Mann 1979, 483; Propp 1988, 21; 1998, 40, 42; see also, for rabbinic interpret-
ers who hold this view, the catalogues in Margaliot 1983, 206 n. 29; and Milgrom
1983, 251 n. 1; Margaliot 1983, 206 n. 30, also catalogues additional proponents of this
theory among modern scholars.

2. Rabbinic references in Milgrom 1983, 251 n. 3.

3. A view advanced by Milgrom 1983, 257-58, 264; 1990, 451-52, 456.

4. See the rabbinic references in Milgrom 1983, 251 n. 6.
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teen and more explanations often also address a kindred question that is
more theological: the perceived disjunction between the punishment—
Yahweh’s decree that both Moses and Aaron shall not be permitted to enter
the promised land—and whatever crime engendered it. This disjunction is
even more a problem for the theory that claims the sin originally attributed
to Moses (and Aaron) in the tradition has either been lost or deliberately
obscured. This “almost unanimous opinion of modern commentators”
(Margaliot 1983, 197 n. 4) I take to be a “counsel of despair” on the part of
its proponents,® an admission that there is no sin that they can locate in the
Numbers text as it stands that justifies Yahweh’s response.

The reader of Deuteronomy likely feels this problem of disjunction
even more acutely. In Deut 1:37; 3:26; and 4:21, as opposed to the Priestly
(P) tradition in Numbers (and as opposed to materials elsewhere in Deu-
teronomy that have been influenced by the P tradition; 32:48-52),° Moses
is condemned to die outside the promised land not for any misdeed on
his part, but because of the people’s wrongdoing, and especially the peo-
ple’s fearful refusal to invade Canaan from the south after the spies who
were sent forth to investigate that possibility reported the Canaanites to
be a gigantic people and their cities to be fortified “up to heaven” (1:28).
Implied here is a failure on the people’s part to trust in Yahweh'’ abilities as
their war leader, and, as a result, Yahweh declared, as quoted by Moses in
1:35 in his review of Israel’s wilderness wanderings, “None from this com-
pany, from this evil generation, shall see the good land that I swore to give
to your ancestors.” More important for our purposes, though, are Moses’
words about himself as he continues speaking in this retrospective: “Even
with me, Yahweh was angry on account of you [03%931], saying, ‘You also
shall not enter there;” he reports in 1:37. Deuteronomy 3:26 reads sim-
ilarly, “Yahweh was angry with me on your account [DDJ}JD‘?] 7 as does
4:21, “Yahweh was angry with me because of you [02™127-5p]” The result
has felt to commentators particularly “tragic” (Coats 1977, 40; similarly,

5. See similarly Margaliot 1983, 198; Milgrom 1983, 252; 1990, 448; Propp 1988,
21 n. 18.

6. On the Priestly authorship of Num 20:1-13, see Levine 1993, 483-84; Propp
1988, 21 n. 15, with references; Sakenfeld (1985, 134 and 136) conversely surveys the
“classic source analysis of the nineteenth century” (quoted from 134), which took
Num 20:1-13 to be the work of two or more authors. Margaliot (1983, 197 and n. 5 on
197-98) likewise surveys (albeit without approval) more modern commentators who
hold this view. Deuteronomy 32:48-52 repeats the P text of Num 27:12-14.
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Auerbach 1953, 191-92), “heart-rending” (Mann 1979, 481), and “sorrow-
ful” (Mann 1979, 481), as Moses dies in Deut 34 atop Mount Nebo, in sight
of, but not within, the boundaries of the land to which he has worked so
hard to deliver his people. There, as Propp writes, “an innocent Moses,’
according to Deuteronomic tradition, “is punished for the people’s sin””

In Deuteronomy, moreover, the tragedy and heart-rending sorrow of
Moses™ death story is further compounded by the fact that, in 3:23-25,
Moses plaintively entreats God to let him cross over to the land beyond the
Jordan, only to find himself rebuffed and, indeed, summarily dismissed by
Yahweh (“Enough of you,” the deity tells Moses, in 3:26). It is also the case
that, despite Yahweh’s refusal to make an exception for Moses in 3:23-26,
God elsewhere in Deuteronomy does decree an exception for two mem-
bers of the otherwise condemned generation of the wilderness wanderers,
Caleb and Joshua; and Caleb, Yahweh says, because Caleb has “wholly fol-
lowed Yahweh” (1:36). It is in addition Moses who is made to report these
words that Yahweh spoke regarding Caleb to the people, in his retrospec-
tive speech in Deut 1; that is, it is Moses who must report that Yahweh
has judged Caleb to have been a man of wholehearted devotion, whereas
Moses himself, by implication, is not.

Moses also, in 34:7, is said to die prematurely (but cf. Loewenstamm
19764, 185 and 212 n. 1), still in the prime of his life, for, although he had
reached the veritable age of one hundred and twenty, neither his eyesight
nor his “moisture” (meaning vigor?) had abated. He furthermore dies alone
atop Nebo, or, more specifically, he dies bereft of human companionship
and in the company only of God. And while some commentators have
seen God’s presence here as “comforting” (Coats 1977, 40), I wonder if we
can really be meant to imagine that Moses, who is still so “full of life” and
so “hungry to cross the Jordan” (Brown 1999, 47), is able to find comfort in
the presence of a deity who has so summarily rebuffed his plaintive request
to enter into the promised land. In the composite text of the Pentateuch
as it has come down to us, moreover, the tragic quality of these aspects of
Moses’ death is compounded by comparing the account of Aaron’s demise:
unlike Moses, Aaron, according to the P account in Num 20:22-29, dies
in the company of his family (his brother Moses and his son Eleazar); fur-
thermore, unlike Moses, Aaron dies in the sight of the whole congrega-
tion. Unlike Moses as well, we get no indication that Aaron’s death, said in

7. Propp 1998, 38; see similarly Loewenstamm 1976a, 187; Goldin 1987, 219.
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Num 33:38 to have occurred when he was 123 years old, was untimely or
premature—although I should be clear that we likewise get no indication
that it was not.

To be sure, some exegetes have tried to argue against classifying the
Deuteronomy materials regarding Moses’ death as tragic, by propos-
ing that because Moses agreed to the plan of sending spies into southern
Canaan in the first place, and even endorsed it as “good” according to Deut
1:23, Yahweh rightly condemns Moses in 1:37; 3:26; and 4:21 as a party to
the people’s failure to put their trust in God (McKenzie 1967, 97b). Propp
has also cautioned, regarding the P account in Num 20, against imposing
our sense of justice, and the proportionately proper ratio of punishment
to crime, on the Hebrew Bible, reminding us, for example, of the account
in 2 Kgs 2:23-24 in which forty-two small boys, whose only “crime” was
taunting Elijah by calling him “Baldy,” were mauled by two she-bears after
being cursed by the prophet in the name of Yahweh (Propp 1988, 21 n.
16). Indeed, at least in Num 20, Propp suggests that the “crime” may be
deliberately minimized vis-a-vis the punishment; for P, as Propp sees it,
was confronted with the challenge of needing to explain a preexisting
tradition—that Moses, along with Aaron, was doomed to die outside the
promised land—but to explain in such a way that did not assign to Moses
and Aaron that which, to P, was unimaginable: the committing of some
particularly egregious sin (Propp 1988, 21). Indeed, Propp concludes that
P so resists attributing any sin to Aaron that his only fault in Num 20 is
that he is present alongside Moses when Moses angers God by improperly
executing the miracle of bringing water forth from the rock (Propp 1988,
24, 26; 1998, 42).

But even if we were to accept Propps analysis here, it—along with
similar analyses that see both P and D, or either, as providing a rationale
that explains a preexisting tradition locating Moses” and Aaron’s deaths in
the wilderness—seems to me to beg the question, for unaddressed in such
proposals is an etiology of that preexisting tradition. The most obvious eti-
ology of that tradition, moreover—that the Israelites located Aaron’s and
Moses’ deaths in the wilderness because that is where they actually died—
is surely to be judged untenable, a relic of a time of historical positivism
regarding the exodus and conquest accounts that has long since past, espe-
cially in the light of the burgeoning archaeological consensus of the last
two to three decades that locates Israel’s origins within Canaan. But if not a
matter of historical fact, then why a seemingly pervasive Israelite storytell-
ing tradition—known to and evoking commentary in both P and D—of
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Moses” and Aaron’s deaths in Transjordan? Moreover, why do both P and
D, and thus presumably the storytelling tradition on which they depend,
insist that Moses’ death, which is the death I particularly want to focus
on here, is premature and in that respect unnatural, not the result, as the
biblical writers would claim of other of Israel’s legendary figures of death
at a “ripe old age,” after a life span “full of years” or “days” (e.g., Abraham,
Isaac, Gideon, David, Job; see Gen 25:8; 35:29; Judg 8:32; 1 Chr 23:1; 29:28;
Job 42:17)? To answer these questions, and others, I will argue in what fol-
lows that the traditions regarding Moses’ untimely death in Transjordan
are perfectly predictable and indeed expected elements within mythologi-
cal accounts of the lives of religious heroes.

Admittedly, I am hardly the first to think of the story of Moses” death
in terms of mythic hero accounts. In 1976 Samuel E. Loewenstamm argued
that “it is against [the] background” of Moses as “a superhuman figure”
that “the complicated biblical story of Moses’ death and burial should be
interpreted” (1976b, 219). Shortly thereafter, in 1977, George Coats pub-
lished an article entitled “Legendary Motifs in the Moses Death Reports,”
in which he analyzed certain aspects of the Moses death story—Moses’
vigor at the end of his life; Moses’ spirit of authority, “never to be equaled
in the leadership of any other man” (1977, 36); and the intimate relation-
ship “Moses enjoys face to face with God” (37)—in the light of multiple
examinations of hero stories from around the word, works such as Jan de
Vries's book Heroic Song and Heroic Legend (1963); volumes 1 and 3 of H.
Munro and N. Kershaw Chadwick’s comparative study of traditional liter-
ary genres, both oral and written, called The Growth of Literature (1932
and 1940); and Joseph Campbell’s Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949).

In my opinion, though, Coats’s evocation of Campbell’s work is unfor-
tunate, as Campbell rather imprecisely and uncritically lumps together
what the critic H. A. Reinhold (1949, 322) describes as “vague and shadowy
parallels” from hero stories across the world to yield what Campbell iden-
tifies as a universal “monomyth”” The subject of this monomyth, Campbell
goes on to argue, is the heros quest of self-discovery with the goal of self-
transcendence, or the awakening of the psychic awareness of the heroic
soul to the heros own identity and, moreover, to the “at-one-ness” or
essential unity of all beings and things. But as Mary R. Lefkowitz astutely
suggests, this stress on self-discovery in Campbell’s analysis, derived as
it is from the arguably romanticized and even mystically described theo-
ries of Carl G. Jung, is more about our Freudian- and Jungian-influenced
worldview than it is about the hero stories of the premodern world that
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Campbell ostensibly seeks to explain: “only a hero in the twentieth century;,”
Letkowitz rather scathingly observes, “would set off on a journey with the
goal of discovering himself” (Lefkowitz 1990, 432).8 Florence Sandler and
Darrell Reeck (1981, 7, 8-9) similarly, although somewhat less pointedly,
comment, “What appears to be going on in The Hero with a Thousand
Faces is ... [the] conversion [of hero myths] from one cultural viewpoint
to another,” from these myths™ original context, in which the hero was a
“Doer” (e.g., a Heracles required to perform twelve superhuman labors),
to a twentieth-century context, in which the hero is a “Knower” (e.g., a
Luke Skywalker, who must learn to feel the “Force” flowing through him).

Still, as misguided as Campbell’s stress on self-discovery—or what
he calls “initiation,” a period in which the hero apprehends thereto-
fore unknown mysteries about himself and the larger mysteries of the
cosmos—may be, it is interesting that Campbell locates this self-discovery
period within the three-part structure of the rites de passage as they were
originally articulated in 1909 by the French ethnographer and folklorist
Arnold van Gennep (ET: 1960). To be sure, van Gennep’s original articu-
lation of the tripartite structure of rites of passage—which included (1)
separation, in which “a person or group becomes detached from an earlier
fixed point in the social structure or from an earlier set of social condi-
tions”; (2) margin or limen (from the Latin meaning “threshold), “when
the state of the ritual subject is ambiguous; he is no longer in the old state
and has not yet reached the new one”; and (3) reaggregation or reincorpo-
ration, “when the ritual subject enters a new stable state with its own rights
and obligations” (Deflem 1991, 7-8, paraphrasing Turner 1967, 94)—con-
cerned exclusively, as the name “rites of passage” implies, matters of ritual
(and life-cycle rituals in particular). But many scholars subsequently came
to suggest that van Gennep’s ritual model might apply to elements within
religious systems beyond those in which ritual is an overt concern. For
example, in The Myth of the Eternal Return, the Romanian-born historian
of religion Mircea Eliade argued that, because it is “a consecration, an ini-
tiation,” a movement from “the profane to the sacred,” any journey to the
“center” is a rite of passage (Eliade 1954, 18), whether that journey be a
ritual pilgrimage to a sacred place (Mecca, Hardwar, Jerusalem) or a nar-
rative account of a heroic expedition in search of some legendary object

8. For another trenchant critique of Campbell, see Doniger 1983. Also in critique
of Campbell, see Manganaro 1992, 151-85, and esp. the references cited on 165-67;
and Segal 1987, esp. 136-40.
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(the Golden Fleece, the Golden Apples, the Plant of Life).? It is this sense
that the rites-of-passage model helps structure stories of heroic adventure
that is reflected (although badly mangled, as I have already suggested) in
Campbell, who writes, “The standard path of the mythological adventure
of the hero is a magnification of the formula represented in the rites of
passage” (Campbell 1949, 30).

Perhaps surprisingly, moreover, even van Gennep’s most famous fol-
lower, Victor Turner, although surely best remembered as a student of
ritual, also explored the possibility that the rites-of-passage model might
be applied to religious narrative. In a 1971 article, for example, Turner
reflects back on what he describes as the passion of his undergraduate
days, the period of the Icelandic Commonwealth (ca. 874-1262 c.E.) and
the thirteenth-century sagas that claimed to recount the Commonwealth’s
history, in order to argue that these sagas might epitomize what he had
originally called in his work “social dramas” but that he came to equate,
after he read the English translation of van Gennep’s Rites de Passage, with
van Gennep’s description of the tripartite structure of a rite of passage.
Thus, in Turner’s words, the Icelandic sagas are “nothing but connected
sequences of social dramas” (1971, 353) or, we might say, narratives struc-
tured according to a rites-of-passage model. For example, regarding one
of these Icelandic stories, “The Story of Burnt Njal” or “Njal’s Saga,” Turner
(369) writes:

Njal’s Saga begins with simple breaches of order, minor crises, and
informal redress ... which cumulate, despite temporary settlement and
redress, until finally the “breach” is the killing of a godi [a chieftain-
priest] who is also a good man, the “crisis” involves a major cleavage
of factions consisting of the major lineages and sibs [kin groups] in
southern and south-eastern Iceland, and the parties seek “redress” at
the Althing [a general assembly of Icelanders, especially of the Icelandic
aristocracy] and Fifth Court [a legal institution created by Njal and con-
vened at the Althing].

A decade later Turner presented this same sort of argument about narra-
tives and social drama, but in a more sweeping fashion, in his essay “Social
Dramas and Stories about Them.” There he explicitly compares the roots
he feels both ritual and narrative have in the social drama: “The social

9. This discussion of Eliade’s brought to my attention by Elliott 1987, 171.
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drama, then, I regard as the experiential matrix from which the many
genres of cultural performance, beginning with redressive ritual and jurid-
ical procedures and eventually including oral and literary narrative, have
been generated” (Turner 1980, 158).

This sort of insight has in turn influenced many biblical scholars to
locate a rites-of-passage pattern within certain biblical narratives. In the
book he coauthored with Edmund Leach, Structuralist Interpretations of
Biblical Myth, D. Alan Aycock has argued, for example, that the story of
Abraham’s nephew Lot in Gen 19 should be read as a “metaphoric rite of
passage,” a journey from an old (and urban) society (Sodom) to a new
(and rural) one, a cave in the hills above Zoar (Aycock 1983, 116-17).
Ronald S. Hendel similarly comments on the Exod 2 birth story of Moses
as a rite of passage, in which Moses is a character “born a slave, the son of
Hebrews, who gains a new status as a free person as a result of his passage
into and deliverance from the Nile” (Hendel 2001, 617). More notable for
our purposes, though, is Hendel’s identification of Moses throughout the
Moses story as a “mediator” figure (see similarly Cooper and Goldstein
1997, 214; Propp 1998, 38), or, in the terminology of the rites of passage,
someone liminal or “betwixt and between.” Thus Hendel writes that Moses
“experiences and bridges the categories of free man and slave,” for exam-
ple, and also the ethnic categories of Israelite and Egyptian (2001, 617-18).
Moses, “as the heir of Pharaoh and agent of Yahweh,” mediates as well, as
Hendel would have it, between the two “opposed authorities” under whose
rule the Israelites live (618); in addition, once the Israelites pass into the
domain of Yahweh, “Moses is the link between Yahweh and the elders,
who bring the people to the covenant” (618). “Moses’ geographic move-
ments,” Hendel goes on to argue, “mark him as a mediator in the spatial
transition of the people” (from Egypt to Israel), and his role as a theologi-
cal mediator “between Israel and Yahweh ... is basic to his place in bibli-
cal memory” (618-19). Finally, Hendel notes that Moses’ Levitical tribe
occupies a “betwixt-and-between status” within the Israelite community,
as it, although fundamentally a part of Israel, is in many respects unlike its
fellow tribes, because it alone is landless and because it alone is of priestly
lineage (619).

Hendel, moreover, in both his 2001 article and in a 1989 piece, pushes
beyond a rites-of-passage analysis that focuses on the story of Moses as an
individual in order to see the larger exodus story of the Israelite people, and
especially that story’s description of the people’s transformational journey
from Egypt to the land of Canaan, as an exemplar of Turner’s rites-of-pas-



ACKERMAN: MOSES’ DEATH 111

sage model (Hendel 2001, 617; 1989, 375). This has also been suggested by
Alfred Haldar (1950, 5), Shemaryahu Talmon (1966, 50, 54; 1976, 947b),
Robert L. Cohn (1981, 7-23), and Propp (1999, 35-36).10 These scholars
disagree, however, on just where to locate the various stages of the rites-
of-passage pattern within the story. For example, Hendel had argued that
“the liminal stage is represented by the encounter with Yahweh at the holy
mountain, Sinai/Horeb,” and that the Israelites’ subsequent sojourn in the
wilderness and entry into Canaan belongs to the “third and final stage
of reaggregation” (Hendel 1989, 375). Later, however, Hendel seemed to
modify this view somewhat, by suggesting that “the people don’t take well”
to their transformation into the “people of Yahweh” that Moses effects at
Sinai, “as the stories of the ‘murmurings’ relate,” and so “the transforma-
tion of the people is not completed until the next generation, which grows
to maturity in freedom” (2001, 617). Propp apparently concurs, point-
ing out that in the typical rite of passage, the participant returns to his
starting point: “He, not his home, has changed” (1999, 35). Propp there-
fore argues, “To fit the initiation pattern as defined by van Gennep and
Turner, we should consider Israel’s entire absence from Canaan, from
Joseph to Joshua, as their liminal period” (1999, 35). In this view, Israel’s
“betwixt-and-between” identity continues throughout the entire course
of the exodus tradition, ending only with the conclusion of the commu-
nity’s forty years of wandering, in Josh 3-5 when the people finally have
entered into the promised land.!! And just prior, Moses has died. Why?
Hendel in his discussion of Moses as mediator only devotes one sentence
to this issue, but it is an important one: “Moses’ death on the threshold of
the promised land, after viewing the whole land, leaves him betwixt and
between, neither in Egypt nor the Promised Land” (2001, 618). That is,
in the language of rites of passage, Moses is left liminal. As I have already
noted, this feels to us as readers like a tragic, heartrending, and sorrowful
fate. But as André Droogers pointed out in an important article (1980),
this is the typical fate of religious heroes.!?

10. The Haldar, Talmon, and Cohn references were all brought to my attention
by Propp 1999, 35. See in addition, on the rites-of-passage imagery of the Exodus
account, my own 2002 article, 64-80.

11. Propp 1999, 35; a similar view of the end of the Exodus narrative’s rite-of-
passage structuring is found in Talmon 1966, 54; and Cohn 1981, 13.

12. This reference brought to my attention by Elliott 1987, 171.
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More specifically, Droogers, who explicitly describes himself as
“follow[ing] the path paved by Turner” (1980, 105), catalogues several
symbols he defines as marginal or transitional, or what Turner would call
liminal, that recur in the biographies of religious heroes he examines: those
of Jesus; the medieval merchant-cum-mendicant and lay preacher Waldes;
the founder of the Salvation Army, William Booth; a Zaire prophet, Kim-
bangu; the Buddha; and Muhammad. These symbols include existence
within the world of nature (versus culture), traveling and provisional
lodging (versus sedentary life), nonviolence (versus violence), absence of
distinctions in rank (versus hierarchy), anonymity and humility (versus
name and fame), isolation and seclusion (versus life in the heart of soci-
ety), hardship and ordeal (versus comfort), dirt (versus purity), poverty
and begging (versus wealth), and fasting (versus eating) (1980, 105-6).

Droogers furthermore suggests that while some of the liminal or mar-
ginal symbols he finds in stories of religious heroes may have their basis in
fact, the symbols are often “of an artificial, constructed nature” (1980, 105;
see also 118); that is, the biographers of religious heroes often shape their
subjects’ stories in a way that deliberately incorporates and even exploits
marginal or liminal imagery. This is not to say, of course, that Droogers
wishes to claim that the biographers about whom he writes anticipated by
centuries Turner’s theoretical insights and thus were seeking to apply some
theory of liminality or, worse, some checklist of liminal motifs mechani-
cally and even unimaginatively to their narratives. Instead, Droogers’s
claim is that certain religious figures rather naturally seem to have their life
stories told using what Turner has taught us to describe as liminal motifs
and liminal imagery because these figures are understood by their biogra-
phers as having lived, at a minimum, unconventionally and even, in more
maximal cases, on the extreme margins of society. Hence the language
and imagery of unconventionality and even extreme marginality—which
is to say, according to Turner’s framework, the language and imagery of
liminality—are well appropriated into the narratives about these charac-
ters. Droogers stresses, moreover, that, typically, this marginality never
fully resolves itself: that even the Buddha, for example, although he reen-
gages with Indian society after the decisive moment of his enlightenment,
continues during his reengagement to manifest such marginal symbols as
traveling and provisional lodging (he wanders around with his disciples,
teaching), a preference for the world of nature, versus culture (the Buddha
and his adepts often spend the night in gardens, parks, or forests), profes-
sions of nonviolence (the Buddhist prohibition of killing is noteworthy
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here), and an absence of distinctions in rank (here note the Buddhist rejec-
tion of the Hindu caste system). Similarly, I would suggest, the story of
Moses is one in which marginality never fully resolves itself. Moses dies, to
put the matter more simply, on Mount Nebo because his story conforms to
the paradigm of the story of the typical religious hero, who is permanently
marginal or permanently liminal. As such, Moses cannot be included in
the “reincorporated” or “reaggregated” Israel whose liminality ends when
the Jordan is crossed.

This I would count as the major conclusion of my paper, but before I
close, I would like to speak briefly to another issue, which is the potential
significance of blood offerings at crucial points of transition within the
exodus story. Obviously, one such crucial point is Josh 3-5 and the three
key episodes that mark the people’s entry into the promised land in these
chapters: (1) the crossing of the Jordan, which is a recapitulation of an ear-
lier crucial point of transition, the crossing of the Reed Sea in Exod 14; (2)
the setting up of twelve stones at Gilgal, which is likewise a recapitulation
of an earlier point of transition, Moses’ setting up twelve pillars in Exod 24
after the covenant-making events at Sinai; and (3) the celebration of Pass-
over, which also is a recapitulation of the Israelites’ transition out of their
bondage in Egypt as effected by the Passover sacrifice that was made on
the night of the tenth plague. In anticipation of the Passover ceremony in
Joshua, moreover, there is a mass circumcision of the men who had been
born during the years of wilderness wanderings, as it is said they had not
yet been circumcised. This is also, obviously, a recapitulation of an earlier
moment of transition, of the circumcision—whether actual or symbolic—
of Moses and of Gershom in the strange episode of Exod 4:24-26. But
the mass circumcision in Joshua is in addition a final spilling of blood in
a story where blood has been spilled at almost every critical moment of
transition: when Moses returns to Egypt after his sojourn in Midian in
Exod 4:24-26; when the Israelites slaughter lambs and smear blood on
their doorposts, as they prepare to leave Egypt on the night of the tenth
plague in Exod 12; and in 24:3-8, when they enter into the covenant that
makes them Yahweh’s own people, as Moses dashes the congregation with
the blood he has collected from the people’s sacrificial offerings.

But what about the rite of the affirmation of the covenant and the
related rite of Joshua’s investiture that are described in Deut 27:1-31:29:
should we not likewise read this as a critical transition point? Yet, quite
curiously, no sacrifice is offered in conjunction with this reaffirmation or
investiture, and no blood is spilled. Or is it? In my reading, especially if we



114 MYTH AND SCRIPTURE

skip over the secondarily added poems of Deut 32 and 33, the rite of cov-
enant reaffirmation and investiture is sealed by a blood offering, the blood
offering of Moses’ death.

Indeed, I might be so bold here as to bring my two key proposals
together by arguing that, as the original covenant-making ceremony at
Sinai marked a point of transition for the Israelites, transforming them
from a disparate group of former slaves into the covenant people of Yahweh,
so too does the covenant-affirmation ceremony in Deut 27:1-31:29 mark
a point of transition, ratifying the Israelites’ identity as Yahweh’s covenant
people and also marking their imminent move out of liminal space and
into their rightful (or, we might say, reaggregated) home in the promised
land. To mark this transition, the narrative requires, as it has throughout,
an offering of blood; what better offering could there be than blood from
the figure who symbolizes liminality in their midst and who, moreover,
like the typical religious hero but unlike the people, cannot shed his lim-
inal identity? Moses dies on Mount Nebo because his people are moving
on, and his blood offering is the one that appropriately marks their transi-
tion out of a liminal existence.
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MyTH AND SOCIAL REALIA IN ANCIENT ISRAEL:
EARLY HEBREW POEMS AS FOLKLORIC ASSEMBLAGE

Hugh R. Page Jr.

INTRODUCTION

In this paper I will assess the strengths, weaknesses, and implications of the
use of early Hebrew poems as a control group for the testing of single theo-
ries and methodological paradigms aimed at the reconstruction of myth,
folklore, and social reality in ancient Israel. Here I build on the work done
within the Albright-Cross-Freedman tradition on Gen 49; Exod 15; Num
23-24; Deut 32, 33; Judg 5; 1 Sam 2; 2 Sam 1, 22, 23; and Pss 18, 29, 68,
72, and 78 (see, e.g., Cross and Freedman 1952, 1997; Geller 1979; Cross
1973; Freedman 1980). Holding in abeyance the rather thorny issues of the
whether the poems are truly archaic or simply archaizing (for a synopsis of
linguistic evidence see Robertson 1972; and Saenz-Badillos 1993, 56-62),
my goal is to offer an experimental reading of the early Hebrew corpus as
a poetic assemblage containing data that can be used to: (1) delimit the
parameters of the divine-human relationship; (2) understand more clearly
conceptions of personhood; and (3) determine the extent to which these
poems may have been generative of both implicit and explicit spiritualities
from the eleventh to the fifth century B.c.E. I hope to demonstrate as well
that textual corpora, even those whose authorship, date, and provenance
are contested, can be used to promote creative scholarly conversation
about the topography of ancient Israel’s intellectual landscape.

Among literary theorists in general, poetry is a contested construct,
and its distinguishing features continue to be the subject of great debate
(cf., e.g., the works cited in Randall 1971 with the theoretical treatment of
Jakobson 1985, and with the definition of Bloom 2005, 1). The same is true
of biblical poetry in general and early Hebrew poetry in particular. The
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study of the latter has become something of an anachronism in twenty-
first-century biblical scholarship. In recent years efforts to extend the
pioneering work of Cross and Freedman (1952, 1997), Robertson (1972),
Geller (1979), and O’Connor (1980) on the corpus have been modest at
best. Moreover, the historical reconstruction and cultural analysis of these
poems undertaken by Freedman (collected and republished in Freedman
1980) some three decades ago represents perhaps the most significant
attempt to utilize this body of poems, in its entirety, as a repository of
early Israelite lore and to mine it specifically for the purposes of historical
reconstruction and ethnological analysis.

With the reliability of the Hebrew Bible as witness to life in early Israel
called increasingly into question (see, e.g., Dever 2012, 368-81), it would
appear that passion for this type of research has waned. The studies edited
by Wilfred Watson and Johannes de Moor in Verse in Ancient Near Eastern
Prose (1993) are indicative of a resurgence of interest in the embedding of
poetry within prose in ancient Near Eastern literature. Work of this kind
promises to help us rethink the process of biblical canon formation and the
role that narrative-embedded poems such as Gen 49, Deut 32 and 33, Judg
5,1 Sam 2, 2 Sam 1, and others have played in that process. The tendency
to push positivist research out of the intellectual mainstream is regret-
table because there are issues relating to early Hebrew poetry—beyond
those focusing on orthography, prosody, and historical veracity—yet to be
adequately addressed. One such issue has to do with methodology and its
impact on classification and interpretation.

METHODOLOGY

When one looks specifically at early Hebrew poetry within the context of
a larger inquiry about myth, theories of myth, and the Hebrew Bible, sev-
eral questions arise as to the nature of their content, their placement in the
canon, and scholarly attempts to engage them. Some of the more impor-
tant are: Do they contain “impressionistic” musings on major events and
themes in Israel’s early history?! Can “reflexes” and “fragments” of myths
and other lore be recovered from them? Was their placement within the
Jewish canon random? How did those responsible for compiling and

1. Many years ago, I recall hearing the late Frank Moore Cross Jr. refer to what one
finds at points in the Ugaritic mythological corpus as “impressionistic parallelism.”
See his definition of this phenomenon in Cross 1997, viii.
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editing the Hebrew Bible classify them? What implicit assumptions have
scholars from the nineteenth century to the present made about the
corpus as a whole? How have these presuppositions influenced their read-
ings? Did early Israelite literati recognize these poems as special? Was this
due to their perceived antiquity? Does the delimitation of a body of early
Hebrew poems by biblical scholars amount to the imposition of a nonin-
digenous (i.e., etic in anthropological parlance) schema of classification?

These questions point to an implicit tension in research on both bibli-
cal myth and ancient Hebrew poetry that centers on two processes. The
first process New Testament scholar Vincent Wimbush has labeled scrip-
turalization, which he defines as “a social-psychological-political struc-
ture establishing its own reality” (2012, 19). In a series of works over the
past twelve years, he suggests that this process involves, more broadly,
the creation, demarcation, and/or adoption of authoritative texts by indi-
viduals and social aggregates (see, e.g., 2000, 2008, and 2011). The second
process some social scientists are now designating the anthropology of
collecting—the cross-cultural historical analysis of behavioral norms that
govern the gathering, preservation, and exchange of objects to which
members of a society have ascribed significant value and prestige. One
can discern in “so-called” biblical myth, early Hebrew verse, and biblical
scholarship traces of both processes. For example, as an academic guild
we have physical artifacts and literature to study because a community
of readers has deemed them of value, collected, and preserved them for
posterity. Customs have been established for the preparation of “critical
editions” and anthologies that make it possible for us to conduct research
on them. In studying these “texts,” scholars group them into categories
that facilitate certain kinds of analysis and apply interpretive models that
make it possible for them both to answer specific questions and to con-
struct explanatory stories about the Bible and its Weltanschauung. Nei-
ther the primary sources nor the scholarly “interpretations” of them are
neutral. They are, in a sense, value-laden lore woven into the texts they
describe. The target audiences are not those of the originals. The kin-
ship between the two may be closer than once supposed. This depends, in
large part, on how one construes the definition and aims of scholarship
and myth.

Theorists fully embracing post-Enlightenment paradigms for biblical
engagement would, no doubt, find this assertion troubling at best. Others,
such as Claude Lévi-Strauss and Robert Segal, would be perhaps more
open to this possibility. For Lévi-Strauss, interpretive writing about myth
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must be treated as a version of the myths such studies elucidate (see Lévi-
Strauss 1963, 216-17). For Segal, myths are stories “about something sig-
nificant” These stories center on “personalities” that are “either the agents
or objects of actions.” Moreover, the stories must “be held tenaciously by
adherents” (2004, 5-6). Segals traits could easily be applied to scholarship
as well. Therefore, the act of collecting could be understood as associated
with, generative of, and perhaps even akin to the creation of myth and
scholarship thereon.

Among the many scholarly works that have touched upon both
early Hebrew poetry and myth, three illustrate these processes. The first
is Robert Lowth’s Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews (Lowth
1969). Lowth’s lectures offer a thorough and erudite treatment of the
entire phenomenon of Hebrew poetry. They address issues such as the
purpose of poetry; its “species,” poetic inspiration, the role of criticism
in the theological enterprise, Hebrew meter, Hebrew poetic styles (e.g.,
parabolic, sententious, and figurative), poetic imagery, allegory, compari-
son, personification, the sublime and its three forms (expression, senti-
ment, and passion), the relationship between poetry and prophecy, and
the different types of poetry (elegiac, didactic, lyric, dramatic, odes, and
hymns). Poetic fragments in the Pentateuch receive special attention as
vestiges of the Mosaic age and illustrate for him the sublime nature of
poetry and fundamental features of all Hebrew verse. Thus these poems
are an important part of the larger body of biblical verse “anthologized”
or “collected” by Lowth to accomplish three general goals: (1) to place the
poetry of the Hebrew Bible on a par with the great poems of the Western
literary tradition; (2) to apply sound principles in the taxonomic classifi-
cation and interpretation of Hebrew poetry; and (3) to plumb the secrets
of the poetic impulse and output in ancient Israel and make such acces-
sible for the purposes of theological speculation and construction (Lowth
1969, xxiii-xlii, 1-97).

The second is James Frazer’s Folk-lore in the Old Testament (Frazer
1918). For Frazer, the Hebrew Bible contains a disparate “collection” of
primitive human survivals. These “traces of savagery and superstition”
(1:x) he juxtaposes with a separate body of work within the Hebrew Bible
that reflect “a spiritual religion and a pure morality” (1:x)—chiefly found
in the Psalter, prophetic literature, and historical writings.

The third is Louis Ginzberg’s Legends of the Jews (Ginzberg 1998). His
magisterial work consists of two collections—the first of harmonized and
rearticulated Jewish lore and the second an encyclopedic set of indices to
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sources used in his mythological reconstructions (1998; see Kugel’s intro-
duction, p. xi).

One can see in these studies an impulse toward collection and the def-
inition of boundaries for texts and traditions that have special authority
within the academy and the several “publics” served by it. It scarcely needs
to be said that one can also see a similar impulse in the Hebrew Bible.
That taxonomic classification is at least one of the preoccupations of bibli-
cal writers has not gone unnoticed by the recent generation of scholars
studying collection as a social process. In the introduction to The Cultures
of Collecting, John Elsner and Roger Cardinal begin their examination of
human classification and collection with an appeal to the stories of Adam
and Noah. Noah represents for them the mythological “ur-collector”
(1997, ix). The presence of both texts representing an assortment of forms
and myriad internal references to archival sources is indicative of the utili-
zation of collections in the compilation of the Hebrew Bible. The care with
which attributions are handled in the case of narrative-embedded poetry
is another indicator. The several markers within the Psalter (e.g., inscrip-
tions, divine names, doxologies, and items in its lexical inventory) that
enable the subclassification of its contents is yet another element pointing
to the role that the process of collecting played in canon formation. To
date, the treatment given by biblical scholars to the social dimensions of
collecting and their impact on canon formation, the selection and place-
ment of key texts, such as early Hebrew poems, and the preservation of
myth and epic traditions has not been extensive. However, with the emer-
gence of a new body of research on collection as process, this can begin to
be remedied.

COLLECTION

In On Collecting: An Investigation into Collecting in the European Tradition
(1995), Susan Pearce suggests collection is a conscious act with dimen-
sions related to social praxis, poetics, and politics. Though her focus is
on the historical and modern dimensions of collecting in Europe, much
of what she has proposed as a heuristic framework can be applied cross-
culturally. Her principal suggestion is that collecting “represents one of the
fundamental ways in which people use material culture to construct their
identities and their social roles” (xiii). She suggests that humans—as col-
lectors—stand at the cross-section of two continuums. One represents the
historic tradition of culturally defined customs for collecting. The other
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represents an individually defined poetics of collection. The latter is an
imaginative process that can be further subclassified into three types: sou-
venir (romantic attribution), fetishistic (object as prime actor), and sys-
tematic (intellectual rationale as basis). She also points to a fundamental
paradox implicit in collecting. Items collected are, in a sense given a new
identity through an act of metaphorical sacrifice. Here she builds on the
earlier work of H. Hubert and M. Mauss. She says:

the sacrifice passes by way of death from life to eternity, a fact of life
which is both uplifting and sad. This is the central paradox of all col-
lected pieces. They are wrenched out of their own true contexts and
become dead to their living time and space in order that they may be
given an immortality within the collection. They cease to be living goods
working in the world and become reified thoughts and feelings, carefully
kept by conscious preservation. (1995, 24-25)

To her observations, I would add that the collection of artifacts, particu-
larly those that are literary, yields at least five distinct outcomes. First, it
commodifies cultural traditions. Second, it creates a hierarchy of textual
privilege. Third, it juxtaposes both homogeneous ideas and potentially
incongruous ideologies. Fourth, it establishes parameters for meaning
potential and intertextual discourse. Fifth, it crystallizes elements that sta-
bilize and destabilize reading communities.

THE EARLY HEBREW POETIC CORPUS AS COLLECTION

Treating the Early Hebrew poetic corpus as a distinctive assemblage opens
some interesting interpretive possibilities that promise to advance the
work done by Cross and Freedman, particularly regarding our under-
standing of their social and religious function. Freedman has suggested
that the poems be subdivided into three historical strata. The first, consist-
ing of Exod 15, Ps 29, and Judg 5, represents a twelfth-century context in
which “Mosaic Yahwism” was prevalent. The second, consisting of Gen
49, Num 23-24, and Deut 33, represents an eleventh-century milieu in
which a revival of patriarchal religion has taken place. The third, in which
the remaining poems can be classed, represents a tenth-century setting in
which syncretistic elements from the Canaanite religious sphere have been
brought into the Israelite theological matrix (1980, 78-79).

If we draw on the suggestions of Pearce, it seems clear that the poetic
employed by biblical compilers does not view early Hebrew poems as



PAGE: MYTH AND SOCIAL REALIA 125

souvenirs per se, though the narratives into which those found in the
Pentateuch and Deuteronomistic History have been embedded paint a
theologically tendentious portrait or Israel’s past. Insofar as the attri-
butions these same poems bear call attention to significant personages
and events in the national saga, they are clearly texts that have a special
authority and, I would add, a liminalizing power. As texts that have been
“sacrificed,” to use the image offered by Pearce, their literary transmuta-
tion can be said to have imbued them with a special authority both within
and apart from the texts that surround them. To read or hear them “in
course” as currently placed is to comply with the redactor’s wishes and
accept the collection’s textual worldview. To read or hear them selectively,
randomly, or out of sequence is—perhaps—to reinfuse them with some
measure of the vitality they lost as textual artifacts in a larger collection.
Thus they might well be considered poetic fetishes with the potential to
elicit eschatological convergence through listening, reading, or recita-
tion. The narratives surrounding these poems offer an implicit rationale
for their systematic placement, and thereby for their inclusion in the
final biblical anthology. Those in the Psalter are more difficult to classify
according to these criteria, though each bears an inscription that argues
in favor of its inclusion as part of a significant subcollection with this
larger anthology.

If these poems are in effect components of an assemblage of early
Hebrew poetry, it is a collection of a most unusual nature, given that its
individual works are not found in a single location. Here one can only offer
a vague guess as to the reason. If Pearce is correct that there is a dialectic
at work involving the collector’s poetics—and here one has to leave open
the possibility that in the case of the Hebrew Bible this was a collective
endeavor—and the set of culturally defined parameters within which the
process of collecting takes place, then there are two possibilities. The first
is that the breaking up of the collection was counterbalanced by the texts’
archaic linguistic features and overall appeal to human existential crises.
Thus it could be called a virtual assemblage of poetic lore embedded within
the larger canon. As such, it promotes reflection on the creation of a uni-
fied and diverse community, the impact of coalition building, the inscru-
tability of divine providence, the continuing presence of the ancestors, the
folly of war, the religious significance of social margins, and other issues
of import for those who were the collection’s target audience. The second
is that its poems create a safe intellectual place for thinking about these
events. Segal follows D. F. Winnicott in suggesting that myth and play
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create an artificial universe in which belief can be suspended and people
can learn to deal with the real world (2004, 138). Could it be that early
Hebrew poems acted in a similar manner during the exilic and Persian
periods? It is not improbable that such was the case.

More work needs to be done in this area as well as to identify what
indigenous customs pertaining to collection were developed in the ancient
Near East. Not only will we have to continue looking critically at archaeo-
logical assemblages, epigraphic texts, and the Hebrew Bible itself, we will
also need to look more closely at work being done by social scientists on
collecting in other cultures. Such efforts promise to help us understand the
forces driving the creation and collection of stories in the ancient world
and our own.
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MyTH AND HISTORY IN EZEKIEL’'S ORACLE
CONCERNING TYRE (EZEKIEL 26-28)

Marvin A. Sweeney

1. INTRODUCTION

Scholars generally recognize the importance of Ezekiel's oracles concern-
ing the downfall of Tyre in 26:1-28:19 among the oracles concerning the
nations in Ezek 25-32. Like the oracles concerning Egypt in Ezek 29-32,
the oracles concerning Tyre constitute an inordinately large block of mate-
rial when compared to the smaller oracles concerning Ammon in 25:1-
7, Moab in 25:8-11, Edom in 25:12-14, Philistia in 25:15-17, Sidon in
28:20-23, and even Israel/Jacob in 28:24-26. The importance of Ezekiel’s
Tyrian oracles is generally assessed in relation to Nebuchadnezzar’s alleged
thirteen-year siege of the city, which ultimately saw the capitulation—but
not the destruction—of the city in 572 B.c.e.! Most interpreters have
focused on diachronic issues in the interpretation of the Tyrian oracles,
namely the degree to which Ezekiel’s oracles interrelate with the historical
event of Nebuchadnezzar’s siege of the city and the compositional history
of the oracles.? In the first instance, uncertainties concerning the course
and outcome of the siege complicate efforts at interpreting 26:1-28:19. In
the second instance, the formal characteristics and contents of the oracles
in 26:1-28:19 indicate that this material is a redactional assemblage of ear-
lier materials.

1. For commentaries on the Tyrian oracles, see Allen 1990, 70-100; Block 1998,
28-128; Darr 2001; Greenberg 1997, 528-99; Hals 1989, 186-203; Odell 2005, 333-70
Pohlmann 2001, 374-98; Zimmerli 1983, 21-101.

2. In addition to the commentaries cited above, see Corral 2002; van Dijk 1968.
For discussion of historical issues pertaining to Tyre, see esp. Katzenstein 1973, 295-
347, esp. 316-37.
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Although interpreters are generally correct in their diachronic assess-
ments of Ezekiel’s Tyrian oracles in 26:1-28:19, two issues require further
study and clarification. The first issue is the role of Ezekiel's mythologi-
cal allusions in these oracles. Scholars have noted allusions to a variety of
mythological motifs known from Mesopotamia, Ugarit, and Israel/Judah,
including the combat motifs of the Babylonian Enuma Elish and the Uga-
ritic Baal Cycle; the descent to the netherworld from Inanna’s or Ishtar’s
Descent to the Netherworld; the creation narratives from Gen 1-3; and the
narratives concerning the construction of the priestly garments in Exod 28
and 39. Although these motifs have been noted, interpreters have not fully
explained their function within Ezekiel’s oracles other than to indicate Eze-
kiel’s literary or intellectual breadth in his portrayals of YHWH’s actions
in relation to Tyre and the world at large. Insofar as Ezekiel’'s worldview is
based upon a mythological paradigm due in large measure to his identity
as a Zadokite priest,® the issue demands further study, particularly given
the predominance of the YHWH recognition formula in this material and
its importance for identifying acts of divine revelation.* The second issue
is the literary relationship between the larger block of material concerning
Tyre in 26:1-28:19 and the smaller oracles concerning Sidon in 28:20-23
and the restoration of Israel/Jacob in 28:24-26. Although these oracles
were composed for different occasions and literary settings from those of
the Tyrian oracles, study of the formal characteristics of the Tyrian, Sido-
nian, and Israelite oracles demonstrates that the oracles concerning Sidon
and Israel/Jacob now clearly form the culmination of the block of materi-
als concerning Tyre in Ezek 26-28.°

Further study of the literary form of Ezek 26-28 and the function of
the mythological allusions within this block of materials concerning Tyre,
Sidon, and Israel indicates an important dimension of Ezekiel’s theological
worldview: Ezekiel’s portrayal of the downfall of Tyre portends the res-
toration of Israel/Jacob in the book of Ezekiel and thereby points to the
restoration of the temple and Israel at the center of creation in the final
form of the book of Ezekiel. In order to demonstrate this hypothesis, in
this paper I examine several issues, including the literary form and struc-

3. For discussion of Ezekiel’s identity as a Zadokite priest and its influence on his
worldview, see my study in Sweeney 2005a; 2005b, 132-36.

4. For discussion of the YHWH recognition formula, see Zimmerli 1982a, 1982b.

5. For discussion of the literary form of the book of Ezekiel and its bearing on
Ezek 26-28, see Sweeney 2005a, 129-42; 2005b, 127-32.
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ture of Ezek 26-28 as a whole; the function of mythological motifs known
from Mesopotamian, Ugaritic, and Israelite/Judean literature within the
constituent subunits of Ezek 26-28; and the place of Ezek 26-28 within the
whole book of Ezekiel.

2. THE LITERARY FORM OF EZEKIEL 26-28

Study of the literary form of Ezek 26-28 begins with the observation that
an introductory chronological formula appears in 26:1, “And it came
to pass in the eleventh year, on the first of the month, that the word of
YHWH came to me, saying....”® Prior studies of the literary form and
structure of the book of Ezekiel indicate that the chronological formulae
of Ezekiel introduce the major structural units of the book. In that the
next chronological formula does not appear until 29:1, where it intro-
duces the first oracle concerning Egypt in 29:1-16, the chronological for-
mula in 26:1 introduces a major unit of the book in 26:1-28:26. Such an
observation indicates that the oracles concerning Sidon and Israel/Jacob
in 28:20-26 must be considered structurally together with the Tyrian
oracles in Ezek 26-28.

The introductory chronological formula in 26:1 plays an important
role in defining the internal structure of Ezek 26-28 as well. The chrono-
logical introduction is based on an expanded version of the prophetic word
transmission formula as indicated by the appearance of the expression,
haya débar-yhwh “élay lé’'mor, “the word of YHWH came to me, saying...”
within 26:1.7 This expression introduces the oracular report concerning
Tyre in 26:2-21, and it anticipates the following four examples of the pro-
phetic word formula, wayéhi débar-yhwh ‘élay lé’'mor, “and the word of
YHWH came to me, saying...” in 27:1; 28:1, 11, and 20. Each of these
examples of the prophetic word formula introduces four successive oracu-
lar reports concerning Tyre in 27:1-36; the prince of Tyre in 28:1-10; the
king of Tyre in 28:11-19; and Sidon and Israel/Jacob in 28:20-26. Within
the purview of Ezek 26-28, the punishment of Tyre and the restoration of
Israel/Jacob are viewed as consequences or results of YHWH’s treatment
of Tyre and her prince/king in the four oracular reports of 26:1-28:19.

6. For methodological discussion, see Sweeney 1999.
7. For discussion of the YHWH word transmission formula, see Meier 1992,
314-19.
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Examination of the literary form and structure of each constitu-
ent oracular report points to its distinctive concerns and its place within
the whole. The first oracular report concerning Tyre 26:1-21 begins
with an autobiographical introduction in 26:1, which includes both the
above-mentioned chronological formula and the prophetic word for-
mula. YHWH’s oracular instruction to Ezekiel then follows in 26:2-21. A
statement of the premise of YHWH’s oracular instruction in 26:2, which
conveys Tyre’s celebratory exclamation at Jerusalem’s downfall, “Aha! The
gateway of the peoples is broken; it is now mine; I shall be filled because it
is ruined,” then introduces YHWH’s oracular statements concerning Tyre’s
punishment in 26:3-21. It is not clear why Tyre should celebrate the ruin
of its key ally in revolt against Babylonia as most commentators maintain;
perhaps the oracle conveys Tyre’s relief at having escaped destruction and
its view that the revolt would end now that Jerusalem had fallen.

The following oracles in 26:3-21 make clear, however, that YHWH
will nevertheless bring devastating punishment against Tyre in the form
of the Babylonian army. The consequences for Tyre are then laid out in
two sets of oracular pairs, each of which is identified by variations of the
introductory prophetic messenger formula in 26:3-14 and 26:16-21.8 The
first pair takes up YHWH announcement of punishment against Tyre. The
first oracle of the pair in 26:3-6 begins with the formula, laken koh ‘amar
‘ddonay yhwh, “therefore, thus says my lord, YHWH,” and announces that
YHWH will bring the nations against Tyre to level it to bare rock. The
second oracle of the pair in 26:7-14 begins with the syntactically joined
formula, ki koh ‘amar ‘ddonay yhwh, “for thus says my lord, YHWH,
and announces that YHWH will bring Nebuchadnezzar against Tyre
to destroy the city. The concluding oracular formula in 26:14b, né’um
‘ddonay yhwh, “utterance of my lord, YHWH,” closes the presentation of
the first oracular pair.

Each oracle of this first pair includes elements that tie it into the struc-
ture and concerns of the Tyrian block as a whole. The first oracle concludes
with an example of the YHWH authorization formula® in 26:5af3, ki “dni
dibbarti, “for I have spoken,” and an example of the YHWH self-revelation
formula in 26:6b, wéyadeé ki “dni yhwh, “and they will know that I am
YHWH? The authorization formula certifies the oracle as a statement by

8. For discussion of the prophetic messenger formula, see Meier 1992, 273-98.
9. See Hals 1989, 360, who refers to the formula simply as a conclusion formula
for a divine speech.



SWEENEY: MYTH AND HISTORY 133

YHWH, and versions of the formula appear again in 26:14b to conclude
the first oracular pair and again in 28:10ba to tie the oracle concerning the
prince of Tyre into the Tyrian block as a whole. The YHWH self-revela-
tion formula plays a crucial role in identifying events in the human world
throughout the book of Ezekiel as revelatory acts of YHWH; in the pres-
ent case, the Babylonian advance and the projected downfall of Tyre will
be recognized not as acts by Babylon or Nebuchadnezzar, but as an act
by YHWH, the true sovereign of creation in Ezekiel’s view. The formula
appears again repeatedly throughout the concluding oracle concerning
Sidon and Israel/Jacob in 28:22ba, 23b, 24b, and 26bf to ensure that the
downfall of Tyre and the restoration of Israel/Jacob will be recognized as
revelatory acts of YHWH and to tie the concluding oracles concerning
Sidon and Israel/Jacob in 28:20-26 into the larger literary framework of
the Tyrian oracles in Ezek 26-28.

The two oracles of the second oracular pair in 26:15-21 are again
introduced by examples of the prophetic messenger formula, koh “amar
‘adonay yhwh in 26:15a and ki koh ‘amar “ddonay yhwh in 26:19aa. The
first oracle in 26:15-18 emphasizes the mourning of the rulers of the
coastlands and rulers of the sea, who intone a brief dirge in reaction to
Tyre’s downfall.!? The first oracle thereby points to the worldwide impact
of YHWH’s previously announced revelatory act. The second oracle in
26:19-21 builds upon the first by emphasizing Tyre’s descent into “the Pit”
or the netherworld where the t¢hém or “deep” will cover her and where
she will join “the people of old,” that is, those who have passed on before
her. The oracular pair concludes with the formula ballahét “itténék wé’ének
atbugsi welo’-timmasé’i ‘6d 1¢‘6lam, “Horrors 1 will make you, and you
shall be no more; and you will be sought but you will not be found again
forever,” conclude the subunit to emphasize the finality of the catastro-
phe that will overtake Tyre. Insofar as variations of this formula appear
in 27:36b (ballahoét hayit wé’énék ‘ad-‘6lam, “Horrors you have become,
and you shall be no more forever”) and 28:19b (ballahét hayita wé’énéka
‘ad-‘6lam, “Horrors you have become, and you shall be no more forever”),
the ballahét formula plays an important role in tying together 26:1-21;
27:1-36; and 28:1-10/11-19 into a coherent block (cf. Block 1998, 28).

The second major unit of Ezek 26-28 appears in the second oracle
report concerning Tyre in 27:1-36. The basic literary structure of this unit

10. For discussion of the dirge form, see esp. Jahnow 1923.
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is far less complicated than that of the first oracle report in 26:1-21 in
that it comprises an autobiographical report of YHWH’s instructions to
Ezekiel to intone a dirge over Tyre in verse 1 and a presentation of the
lengthy dirge per se in verses 2-36. The dirge emphasizes Tyre’s boasting
that she was perfect in beauty, and it illustrates this beauty by portraying
Tyre as a perfect or beautiful ship at sea and as a harbor at which ships
from throughout the world were docked. Following a portrayal of the
goods brought into Tyre by its extensive trade connections, the dirge then
turns to Tyre’s downfall by portraying her as a ship that was wrecked at sea
with its merchandise and crew sinking into the deep. The dirge concludes
with a portrayal of the inhabitants and kings of the coastlands aghast at
Tyre’s demise and repeating the above-noted formula, “Horrors you have
become, and you will be no more forever”

The third major unit of Ezek 26-28 appears in the third oracle report
concerning the prince (ndagid) of Tyre in 28:1-10. Again, the unit begins
with an autobiographical report in 28:1 of YHWH’s instructions to the
prophet to speak to the prince of Tyre. The contents of YHWH’s instruc-
tion appear in verses 2-10, which call for the prophet to announce a pro-
phetic judgment speech against the prince.!! The grounds for judgment
appear in verses 2-5, which charge that the prince has been arrogant by
claiming to be a god in the heart of the seas and that the prince’s arrogance
may be explained by his shrewdness and success in trade. The announce-
ment of judgment in verses 6-10 contends that YHWH will bring ruthless
foreigners to strike down the prince and send him to the Pit or neth-
erworld, thereby demonstrating that he is mortal and not a god. The
above-mentioned authorization formula in verse 10ba certifies this as a
statement by YHWH, and the concluding oracular formula in verse 10b
closes the unit.

The fourth major unit in Ezek 26-28 appears in the fourth oracle
report concerning the king (melek) of Tyre in 28:11-19. Since melek is fre-
quently employed as a synonym for nagid in Biblical Hebrew,!? the oracle
in 28:11-19 should be viewed as a development of the oracle in 28:1-
10. Again, the unit begins with an autobiographical report of YHWH’s
instruction to Ezekiel to intone a dirge over the king of Tyre. The dirge
is formulated with the language of the prophetic judgment speech, and it

11. For discussion of the prophetic judgment speech form, see Sweeney 1996,
23-25,533-34.
12. HALOT 2:667-68.
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relates how YHWH created the king of Tyre as the seal of perfection in the
garden of Eden; how he was adorned with precious stones like those of the
ephod worn by the high priest of the temple; and how YHWH created him
as a cherub who resided on G-d’s holy mountain. Nevertheless, the dirge
charges the king of Tyre with lawlessness, sin, and haughtiness as a result
of his commerce among the nations so that the king ultimately desecrated
his sanctuaries. As a result, YHWH has destroyed the king of Tyre, and
once again kings stare at the horrors that the king of Tyre has become.

The fifth and final major major unit in Ezek 26-28 appears in the fifth
oracle report concerning the punishment of Sidon and the restoration of
Israel/Jacob in 28:20-26. Although the contents of this oracle report and
its formulaic differences from the preceding material indicate that it was
composed separately from the Tyrian oracles, 28:20-26 clearly functions
as the culmination of Ezek 26-28 in the present form of the book. Again,
the unit begins with an autobiographical report of YHWH’s instructions
to Ezekiel to prophesy judgment against Sidon and the restoration of
Israel/Jacob to its land. The judgment against Sidon is expressed sparsely
and very generally with threats of punishment that will reveal YHWH’s
glory and holiness. No particular reason is given for the punishment other
than the revelation of YHWH, although the following material concern-
ing the restoration of Israel/Jacob suggests that Israel has been afflicted by
neighboring peoples who despise them. The gathering of Israel from the
nations to which they have been dispersed and the return of Israel to their
own land then serve as the final revelatory acts of the Tyrian oracles that
will demonstrate that YHWH is their G-d. In this respect, the downfall of
Tyre (and Sidon) entails the restoration of Israel in Ezek 26-28.

3. MYTHOLOGICAL ELEMENTS IN EZEKIEL 26-28

Attention may now turn to the identification of the mythological elements
that appear throughout this text and the examination of their function
within its various units. An important dimension of the use of mythologi-
cal motifs in Ezekiel is their application to contemporary events. Whereas
earlier generations of scholars viewed mythology as stories about the gods
as well as the origins of the world and social structures,!* contemporary
scholarship recognizes that mythology relates to social structures and

13. See, e.g., Eliade 1959, 68-113; 1974; 1958, esp. 388-436.
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realities from the contemporary world in which it is produced.'* Ezekiel
in particular among the prophets and other writings of the Hebrew Bible
employs a mythopoeic viewpoint to express his understanding of contem-
porary events in his world. Such a mythopoeic viewpoint indeed is typi-
cal of visionaries in the Bible and the larger ancient Near Eastern world.
Ezekiel’s visions of the divine throne chariot in his inaugural narrative,
his account of the destruction of Jerusalem in Ezek 1-3 and 8-11, and
his vision of the restored temple at the center of a restored Israel and cre-
ation in Ezek 40-48 constitute primary examples of his use of mythologi-
cal motifs. These motifs are drawn largely from Israelite/Judean sources,
but Ezekiel’s visions also display influences from Mesopotamian and Syro-
Canaanite mythology. They function as means to express Ezekiel’s view
of a heavenly reality that stands beyond and informs the earthly reality in
which he lives and which he strives to interpret. By interpreting earthly
reality in relation to his mythopoeic viewpoint, Ezekiel attempts to dem-
onstrate direct divine involvement in earthly events.

Ezekiel's mythopoeic viewpoint is evident throughout the oracular
block concerning Tyre in Ezek 26-28. The use of mythological motifs
focuses especially on the sea, since Tyre was an island nation located off
the Phoenician coast that gained its wealth, power, and influence in the
world through its large navy and its extensive trade connections through-
out the Mediterranean. Although small in size, Tyre was easily defended
by its control of the sea, which hindered its more land-based opponents
from successfully overcoming the sea waters that constituted its first line
of defense. The sea is a well-known figure in the mythologies of the ancient
Near East (and indeed throughout the world at large). It functions both
as a source of life or creation in the world as well as a threat to the life
and creation that stems from it. In Enuma Elish the sea, personified as
the female monster Tiamat, both gives birth to the gods and attempts to
destroy them following the murder of her husband Apsu, the god of fresh
waters.!> When Tiamat is killed in battle by Marduk, the city god of Baby-
lon, Marduk cuts her body in two to create heaven and earth and thereby
establishes a foundational element in creation. Likewise, Ugaritic mythol-
ogy portrays the sea, personified as the god Yamm, as the chief opponent

14. E.g., Paden 1988, 69-92; for discussion of developments in the study of
mythology, see Oden 1992; Bolle and Ricoeur 2005.

15. For a translation of Enuma Elish, see ANET, 60-72; Heidel 1974; Jacobsen
1976, 165-91.
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to Baal, who likewise defeats Yamm in battle and thereby stabilizes the
world of creation.!¢ Finally, Israelite/Judean mythology posits that YHWH
creates world order from the preexisting sea or deep. Although the cre-
ation narrative in Gen 1:1-2:3 portrays no battle between YHWH and the
sea, other traditions (e.g., Ps 74; Job 38-42; Isa 27:1; 51:9) posit YHWH’s
defeat of sea monsters such as Leviathan, Behemoth, and Rahab during
the course of creation.

Ezekiel's use of the sea motif to portray YHWH’s actions against Tyre
appears at the outset of the Tyrian block in the first oracular report in
Ezek 26:1-21. In the course of announcing an attack against Tyre, YHWH
proclaims plans in 26:3-5 to bring nations against Tyre like the crashing
of waves against its walls and to reduce the island city to bare rock in the
midst of the sea fit only for drying nets. Such an equation of attacking
nations with the sea is hardly surprising in mythology. Marduk’s estab-
lishment of creation following the defeat of Tiamat includes establishing
political order in the world—in the form of Babylon’s sovereignty over the
nations of the world—as well as natural order. Early Ugaritic specialists
maintained that Baal’s defeat of Yamm played a role in his displacement of
the aging creator god El and reflected the establishment of a new political
order in Ugarit,!” but more recent research maintains that El appoints Baal
to his position of authority and that such appointment reflects the reali-
ties of Ugarit’s political and administrative hierarchy.!® Biblical tradition is
also well known for equating threatening nations with the sea, as indicated
by YHWH?’s defeat of Egypt at the Red Sea in Exod 15, Sisera’s coalition
in Judg 5, and Babylon in Isa 51.Indeed, the motif of the sea continues in
Ezek 26 when the oracle portrays the consequences of Tyre’s defeat. Not
only are Tyre’s walls and splendid houses cast into the waters in 26:12,
but the coastlands and rulers of the sea mourn and intone dirges over the
island nation upon hearing of Tyre’s demise in 26:15-18. Such a motif
constitutes a reversal of the normal course of events in the sea combat
mythologies of the ancient Near Eastern world; normally the protagonist
wins the struggle, the victory is celebrated, and temples to the hero god
are built. Here quite the opposite takes place as Tyre sinks into the very
sea that once formed the basis of its power. At this point, a new mytho-
logical motif enters the mix: the descent into the netherworld, well known

16. See the Baal Cycle, ANET, 129-42; for discussion, see now Smith 1994.
17. See, e.g., Kapelrud 1952, 133; Pope 1955, 83-104.
18. See, e.g., LHeureux 1979, esp. 3-108; Mullen 1980; see also Handy 1994.
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from the mythological patterns of the dying and rising gods, particularly
Inanna’s or Ishtar’s Descent into the Netherworld,! the Baal Cycle, and
possibly the Legend of Aghat.?’ In this pattern, the usually male fertility
god (Dumuzi, Tammuz, Baal, or Aghat) dies, leaving the world bereft of
water and fertility. A female figure (Innana, Ishtar, Anat, or Paghat) must
descend into the netherworld, risking the possibility that she might never
return, to rescue the dead god and restore rain and fertility to the world of
creation. Because Israel/Judah lack clear female deities, the motif comes to
expression in other ways, particularly through scenarios of national resto-
ration or resurrection that will become important later in this discussion.
Because of the finality of death, a compromise generally emerges in which
the male figure is allowed to live for half the year but then must return
to the netherworld for the second half of the year, thereby explaining the
origins of the Near Eastern seasonal cycle of rainy and dry seasons. Again,
the usual mythological pattern of overcoming death—at least partially—is
absent from Ezek 26. Tyre descends to the Pit to become a horror in the
sight of the coastlands and the rulers of the sea, but no hope for Tyres
return from the dead emerges.

The sea motif continues to appear in Ezek 27, the second oracular
report of Ezek 26-28, which portrays YHWH’s instructions to Ezekiel to
intone a dirge over the now dead Tyre. Key to the depiction of Tyre in
the dirge is the portrayal of Tyre as a mighty and splendid ship at sea
that carries the many goods for which it trades among the nations of the
earth. Of course, the ship is wrecked and sinks together with its crew and
its merchandise in the midst of the sea while the inhabitants of the coast-
lands and their kings look on aghast. Such a portrayal builds upon the sea
combat motifs examined above, in that YHWH is ultimately the source of
Tyre’s demise, but the motif also draws upon other mythological patterns
known in the ancient Near Eastern world, particularly the Mesopotamian
flood traditions and the Adapa legend. The flood traditions posit a human
hero figure who, with the help of the gods, builds a ship to save human
beings and animals from the floods that inundate creation due to divine

19. ANET, 52-57, 106-9; see also Jacobsen 1976, 25-73, 135-43, who discusses
the ritual and mythological dimensions of the descent to the netherworld by both
Inanna and Ishtar.

20. ANET, 149-55; see now Wright 2001, who considers the ritual dimensions
of Aqhat as a contemporary (for the time of Ugarit’s civilization) expression of its
mythological expression.
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dissatisfaction, irresponsibility, or capriciousness. Examples include
Ziusudra from Sumerian tradition, Atrahasis from Mesopotamian tradi-
tion, Utnapishtim from the Gilgamesh narratives, and Noah from biblical
tradition.?! But whereas each of the flood heroes builds a ship that saves
the lives of its passengers, Ezek 27 reverses the motif by portraying the
ship wrecked at sea—it does not save the lives of its passengers but instead
serves as the vehicle by which its passengers and even Tyre itself meets
their demise. The motif also calls to mind the Adapa legend concerning a
sailor who is brought to heaven after he has successfully cursed the winds
that threatened to sink his boat.22 When he refuses the bread and water of
life offered to him by Anu, the god of heaven, he and all humankind are
then destined to remain mortal and face death. Indeed, the question of
mortality appears in the flood myths as well, in that humans are afflicted
with mortality as a means to resolve the conflict with the gods in the Atra-
hasis Epic and Gilgamesh fails to secure the secret of eternal life following
his visit to Utnapishtim.

The third oracle report in 28:1-10 shifts from a focus on the sea, in
that it is concerned with the prince of Tyre rather than with the city itself,
but it continues the earlier interest in depicting the descent to the Pit or
the netherworld. The motif is not completely abandoned, however, as the
prophetic judgment speech focuses on his haughtiness and claims to be
a god enthroned in the heart of the seas. As a result of these claims, he is
condemned to the Pit. His wisdom is compared to that of “Daniel” accord-
ing to the Qere reading, or “Danel” according to the Kethib reading, the
major figure of the Ugaritic Aqhat narrative. Likewise, the claim to be a
god recalls attempts to challenge the power or rule of the chief god in the
Baal Cycle when the god Ashtar sits on Baal’s throne while he is in the
netherworld, but his feet do not reach the footstool and his head does not
reach the top.?

The fourth oracle report in 28:11-19 concerning the king of Tyre por-
trays him as the seal of perfection, who dwells in the garden of Eden, wears
precious stones as his adornment, and was created by YHWH as a cherub
until his haughtiness caused his downfall once again. The Israelite/Judean
garden of Eden narrative from Gen 1-3 looms very large here as the king
of Eden, like Adam and Eve, is expelled from the garden to become a

21. See ANET, 42-44, 104-6, 512-14, 72-99, 503-7; Lambert and Millard 1969.
22. ANET, 101-3; Izreel 2001; Jacobsen 1976, 115-16.
23. ANET, 140; see also 129-31; Smith 1994, 210-59.
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horror once again in the eyes of those who behold him. His identification
as a cherub also recalls the garden of Eden, in that the cherub is intended
to guard the garden from unauthorized entry by those who would sin and
bring impurity into the garden, but of course the king of Tyre becomes
the very agent of sin and impurity himself because of his arrogance. It is
important to recall that the garden of Eden is symbolized by the holy of
holies of the Jerusalem temple in Judean thought,?* and the king of Tyre
is known in Israelite tradition as one who assisted Solomon in the con-
struction of the temple. In this respect, the role of cherub also comes to
mind as the figure that guards the holy of holies in the temple. The listing
of precious stones all appear on the ephod of the high priest, who has
access to the holy of holies, but only nine of the twelve stones that appear
on the priestly ephod are present here. One may only speculate about the
reason for the discrepancy. In that Judah, Benjamin, and Levi were left in
the south following the destruction of northern Israel, perhaps they repre-
sent the lost tribes of the north that came under Tyrian influence following
the destruction, but this cannot be known. The identification of the king
as the seal of perfection likewise recalls Mesopotamian traditions that the
king represents the ideal human being sent from heaven by the gods to
rule over the earth.?®

Finally, the last oracular report in 28:20-26 concerning the punish-
ment of Sidon and the restoration of Israel/Jacob also takes up at least
some mythological dimensions. Interpreters have struggled to explain
the presence of Sidon here; perhaps the conquest of the Tyrian coastland,
including Sidon, played a role in Tyre’s ultimate submission to Babylon.
No mythological dimension is apparent here, but the restoration of Israel/
Jacob to its land does build upon the restoration motifs of fertility and in
later times resurrection that are known from Israelite and Judean proph-
ecy.?6 In this case, the restoration of Israel/Jacob to the land emerges as
the ultimate consequence of the downfall of Tyre: when the mythological
enemy is defeated, the hero god emerges as the ruler of the land. In the
present instance, Israel/Jacob is restored in the aftermath of YHWH’s vic-
tory over Tyre by means of the Babylonians. Note that Babylon is never

24. See Levenson 1984; 1985, 111-37.

25. See the discussion of the Assyrian king in relation to the tree of life in Parpola
1993, 165-69; Widengren 1951, 43-58.

26. For the correlation between the restoration of nature and resurrection with
national restoration in ancient Israelite/Judean thought, see Levenson 2006.
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brought down in the book of Ezekiel; it functions as YHWH’s agent of
punishment throughout the book.

4. THE COMPOSITION OF EZEKIEL 26-28

A wide variety of mythological motifs appear with the Tyrian block
of oracle reports in Ezek 26-28, where they give expression to Ezekiel’s
understanding of divine intent and action in relation to the anticipated fall
of Tyre to Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonian army. No single mytho-
logical complex appears to be predominant in these oracles. Key mytholo-
gies include the Sea combat myths, the Descent of Ishtar/Inanna to the
Netherworld, the flood traditions, the garden of Eden narratives, and the
portrayal of the high priest’s ephod—all seem to play a role. In the case
of the Mesopotamian and Ugaritic traditions, it is striking that Ezekiel
tends to reverse the usual outcome of the narrative from deliverance of the
protagonist/s to the condemnation and death of Tyre and its king/prince.
In the case of the garden of Eden narrative, the demise of the king of Tyre
is consistent with the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the garden and
their condemnation to mortality. Such a scenario of course reflects Eze-
kiel’s view that YHWH is acting against Tyre ultimately to destroy the city
and its monarch.

We have already observed that the mythopoeic viewpoint expressed
in the Tyrian block is consistent with Ezekiel's mythopoeic viewpoint as
expressed throughout the book. As a Zadokite priest trained for holy ser-
vice in the Jerusalem temple, Ezekiel's worldview would be defined by its
mythopoeic perspective, particularly since the Jerusalemite priesthood
would be expected to discern divine intent and action in the world of cre-
ation. Since the Jerusalem temple was conceived to be the holy center of cre-
ation in Zadokite thought, Ezekiel's knowledge of Israelite/Judean mytho-
logical traditions and his assertion of YHWH’s presence and actions among
the nations and throughout creation at large are to be expected. His use of
Mesopotamian and Ugaritic mythological motifs, however, is not. Clearly,
Ezekiel’s exile to Babylonia would have provided him the opportunity to
become familiar with these motifs, although we may only speculate as to
how this came about. The Babylonians were known to make use of educated
and skilled people who were exiled to Babylonia from their homelands.?”

27. See Schniedewind 2004, 139-64.
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As a priest, perhaps Ezekiel was put to work in some sort of Babylonian
cultic or administrative context where he would have encountered foreign
mythologies as part of his training or professional service. However he may
have come about this knowledge, he is clearly able to incorporate it into his
mythopoeic worldview concerning YHWH’s actions in the world and use of
Nebuchadnezzar and Babylonia to achieve divine ends.

Although in the above analysis I have focused primarily on a syn-
chronic reading of the text, even when I draw upon the diachronic
dimensions of comparative mythologies, I still need to address several
diachronic issues.

First is the question of the historical background of the Tyrian oracles.
As noted above, most scholars tend to concentrate on this issue. Although
most agree that the background for these oracles must lie in Nebuchad-
nezzar’s thirteen-year siege of Tyre, questions remain.?® The thirteen-year
siege is known only from Josephus (Ag. Ap. 1.156-159); contemporary
records of Babylon’s relationship with Tyre are sparse. It does seem, how-
ever, that Nebuchadnezzar began a siege against Tyre in about 586-585
B.C.E. after his conquest and destruction of Jerusalem. Although Ithobaal
or Ethbaal IIT was king of Tyre at the time of the beginning of the siege,
by 573-572 B.C.E., Tyre had capitulated to Babylon and Baal II was on the
throne. Nevertheless, even this sparse information reveals an important
consideration: Tyre was not destroyed in accordance with Ezekiel’s proph-
ecies of punishment against Tyre and her king. The same may be said con-
cerning Ezekiel's prophecies of Egypt’s downfall and punishment in Ezek
29-32: Nebuchadnezzar never conquered Egypt. The conquest of Egypt
was only realized by the Persian monarch Cambyses in 525 B.C.E.

This reconstruction of the historical background of the Tyrian block
points to the second diachronic issue in relation to Ezek 26-28: the compo-
sitional history of the text. We have already observed that the oracles con-
cerning the downfall of Sidon and the restoration of Israel/Jacob appear to
be redactional expansions of an earlier block of material concerned with
Tyre in 26:1-28:19. As noted above, the Sidonian and Israelite material in
28:20-26 includes four examples of the YHWH self-revelation formula
that highlights the revelatory significance of Ezekiel’s oracles. Such a con-
cern is absent elsewhere in the Tyrian block with the exception of 26:5b-6,
which includes the only other occurrence of this formula within Ezek

28. See esp. Corral 2002, 20-65; Katzenstein 1973, 316-37.
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26-28, immediately following the statement that Tyre’s daughter towns
(i.e., Tyre’s vassal cities such as Sidon) will be put to the sword as part of
the general destruction. Furthermore, the oracle concerning the downfall
of Tyre in 26:2-5a with the YHWH authorization formula and the YHWH
oracular formula like those that conclude the parallel oracle 26:7-14 in
26:14b. In that 26:5b-6 disrupts the parallel between 26:2-6 and 26:7-14
and ties the concluding oracles concerning Sidon and Israel to the initial
oracles concerning Tyre, it would appear that 26:5b-6 and 28:20-26 are
redactional expansions of the text that are designed to reveal YHWH’s
ultimate intentions to bring down Sidon and restore Israel/Jacob to its land
in the aftermath of Tyre’s downfall.

The question of the compositional history of the Tyrian block must
also consider the following material concerning Egypt in Ezek 29-32.
Interpreters have noted the unusual chronological formula in 29:17, which
introduces the oracles concerning Egypt in 29:17-30:19. The chronological
formula dates the oracles to the first day of the first month of the twenty-
seventh year of the exile, that is, 1 Nisan, 571-570 B.C.E., and it alludes to
the difficulties that Nebuchadnezzar had in conquering the city of Tyre.
Most interpreters maintain that this formula is an update—perhaps by
Ezekiel himself—of an earlier reference that would be more in keeping
with the years immediately following the fall of Jerusalem.?® But such an
update points to an important dimension of the compositional history of
this text: neither Ezekiel’s oracles concerning Tyre nor those about Egypt
were realized as he envisioned, and the book was updated somewhat to
account for this reality. Indeed, we may observe that Ezekiel’s vision con-
cerning the restored temple was never realized either, since the structure
of the Second Temple does not correspond to the temple envisioned by
Ezekiel. It would seem that the book of Ezekiel would have been consid-
ered as a book yet to achieve fulfillment in the eyes of its ancient read-
ers, particularly since the Egyptian oracles would have been fulfilled only

29.E.g., Greenberg 1997, 616-18. We may also observe that the Egyptian block in
Ezek 29-32 disrupts the chronological scheme of the book in other ways as well, i.e.,
29:1 begins with a reference to twelfth day of the tenth month of the tenth year, which
would predate the first day of the month of the eleventh year assigned to the preceding
Tyrian block. The first chronological formula following the Egypt block in 33:21 like-
wise refers to the fifth day of the tenth month of the twelfth year, which would be prior
to the last chronological formula of the oracle concerning the nations in general in
32:17-33:20, which mentions the fifteenth day of the twelfth month of the twelfth year.
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in the Persian period with Cambyses’s conquest of Egypt and the Tyrian
oracles would have been fulfilled only in the early Hellenistic period with
Alexander’s conquest of Tyre. In the case of the temple, Ezekiel's temple is
yet to be built, and subsequent Jewish tradition considers his temple to be
the third temple of the days to come.

Such a scenario also points to the addition of the oracle concerning
the downfall of Sidon and the restoration of Israel/Jacob at the conclu-
sion of the Tyrian block. We do not know the precise details of the fate of
Sidon during Nebuchadnezzar’s siege of Tyre, but it apparently submitted
to Babylon without much resistance. Cambyses granted Sidon control of
the Israelite ports of Dor and Jaffo following his conquest of Egypt in 526
B.C.E.,>" and Sidon may well have controlled these areas also under Nebu-
chadnezzar following the siege of Tyre and the decline of its fortunes. Such
a scenario would help to explain why the downfall of Sidon is linked to the
restoration of Israel. Finally, the restoration of Israel/Judah did not com-
mence until the Persian period as well, first under the rule of Cyrus and
later under Darius and Artaxerxes. Even so, the restoration of Israel was
never fully completed even in the Persian and Hellenistic periods.

Such considerations aid in positing the compositional history of
the Tyrian block; that is, the expansion of the Tyrian block to point to
the downfall of Sidon and the restoration of Israel may be placed at any
time from the aftermath of Tyre’s submission to Babylon, which would
have prompted the modification of the chronological formula in 29:17,
through the early Persian period when the restoration of Israel appeared to
be imminent. Although we cannot be more precise in such a conclusion,
it does point to an important dimension of the reading of Ezekiel in the
exilic and early Persian period: Ezekiel would have been read as a book yet
to be realized. Although Tyre was not destroyed by the Persian period as
Ezekiel envisioned, the fulfillment of that punishment—and the concomi-
tant revelation of YHWH’s actions in the world—was yet to be realized.
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MyTH AND HISTORY IN DANIEL 8:
THE APOCALYPTIC NEGOTIATION OF POWER

Amy C. Merrill Willis

In the conflict between the two, therefore, history has been given, some-
what outrageously, the upper hand.
—Elie Wiesel

In an essay exploring the often antagonistic relationship that scholars have
imposed between myth and history, Elie Wiesel (1980, 20-21) tells the
story of his encounter with an old Hasidic rabbi, his former teacher, some-
time after the Holocaust.

“But what are you doing?” he asked. “What were you doing for so many
years?”

“I am writing,” I replied. ...

“What are you writing?”

I said, “Stories”

“But what kind of stories?”

I said, “Stories”

He said, “True stories?”

I said, “What do you mean, Rebbe?”

He said, “Stories of things that happened?”

And then I caught him. I said, “Rebbe, it’s not so simple. Some events
happened that are not true. Others are true but did not happen”

For Wiesel, the encounter embodies fundamental problems in the con-
versation (scholarly or otherwise) about myth and history—the urge to
distinguish between true narratives and fictional ones, the simplistic defi-
nition of history as stories about “true events,” and the lack of clarity that
dogs such simple definitions. But it also contains a basic insight that this
discussion also depends on, namely, that the literary categories of myth

-149-



150 MYTH AND SCRIPTURE

and history, for all their supposed contrasts, share a basic likeness—both
are stories, both are narratives of events, and truth can inhabit either
regardless of whether the events “happened.” Moreover, what is not said,
but perhaps implied in the encounter, is that tragedy can render meaning-
less the formula that says the sum of history equals things that happened
and are therefore true. When that happens, one must make use of a dif-
ferent narrative formula to talk about where meaning might be found in
human events.

The opposition that biblical scholarship has often created between
myth and history comes into clear view in the recent scholarship on early
Jewish apocalyptic literature, especially the book of Daniel. In the first sec-
tion of this study, I sketch the outlines of the supposed opposition and the
ways in which it has negatively impacted the study of apocalyptic literature
and its use of temporality. By following a recent shift in apocalyptic schol-
arship toward the rhetorical and ideological function of genres and texts,
I argue in the second section that myth and history (or historiography)
are not tensive worldviews or genres within Jewish apocalyptic literature;!
indeed, they are not worldviews at all. They are better understood as fun-
damentally related to each other as different kinds of narrative discourses,
each providing their own “equipment for living” for their earliest audi-
ences. I will develop the characteristics of these discourses as they appear
in Dan 8 in the third section of this discussion.? Moreover, in this essay I
assert that these discourses converge in the apocalyptic literature of Daniel

1. Indeed, this is to say that myth is not, in my view, a particular worldview or
mind-set or mode of perception or psychology—primitive or otherwise. I view it as a
literary category, a form of narrative discourse, that nevertheless may have cognitive
and psychological functions (though these functions are not unique to myth as such).
On myth as an “idiom of expression” rather than a “discrete mode of thought,” see
Goodman 1993. See also the extensive discussion by Robert A. Segal (1980) on the
idea of myth as a mode of perception.

2. This preliminary attempt at a definition assumes the basic definition outlined
by Robert Oden (1992a, 949). He notes a general consensus that myths (1) are stories,
(2) are traditional (though we will see later in this discussion how traditions may be
creatively reshaped in the reuse of myths), (3) “deal with ... characters who are more
than merely human,” and (4) “treat events in remote antiquity.” The definition of myth
worked out in this essay also depends, in part, upon the work of Paul Ricoeur (1987),
in which he emphasizes the complementarity of myth and history as literary catego-
ries, especially in their use of time and temporality. The language of “equipment for
living” comes from Kenneth Burke and is used by Stephen O’Leary (1994, 68).
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because more traditional forms of Israelite historiography were no longer
able to create a meaningful narrative for some Jewish readers in the wake
of the tragedy of 167 B.C.E.

APOCALYPTIC LITERATURE AND THE
DicHOTOMY BETWEEN MYTH AND HISTORY

I begin by taking notice of an interchange on myth and history in apoca-
lyptic literature that appeared in Vetus Testamentum. It began with a short
note written by J. Y. Jindo (2005), which was followed by a response from
Lorenzo DiTommaso (2006). These two statements, while quite concise,
summarize the impasse in which the scholarly conversation on apoca-
lyptic literature and myth has often found itself during the last several
decades. At the heart of the interchange is the notion that the worldview
of apocalyptic literature or apocalyptic eschatology, and that of the proph-
ets, or prophetic eschatology, is found precisely in the dichotomization
between myth and history.

Jindo argues that the distinction between apocalyptic eschatology and
prophetic eschatology can be summarized by the following oppositions:
myth versus history; cyclical versus linear views of time; predetermined
cosmic frameworks of good and evil versus human agency and freedom
in history to choose. According to Jindo, the character of apocalyptic
eschatology is informed by the mythical worldview, which “expresses the
longing for the eternal, the durative, the perpetual” (Jindo 2005, 412). He
contrasts this with the assertion that historical thinking is primarily about
“changes and progress” (412). While apocalyptic literature understands
time to be cyclical and predetermined, prophetic eschatology is “oriented
in history” and holds to a view of time that is linear, open-ended, and
dependent upon human choices to seek the good. In keeping with this
distinction, Jindo observes that in myth (and thus in apocalyptic litera-
ture) there is always only one pattern for events to follow, one involving
cosmic chaos and order and struggle, while in historical thinking there are
numerous ways for events to develop.

DiTommaso’s response to Jindo critiques the latter for his failure
to appreciate the historiographical elements of apocalyptic literature.
DiTommaso rightly points to the wealth of historical details and concerns
that one finds in apocalyptic historical reviews. He goes on to argue that
every historical review found in Daniel or other apocalyptic texts become



152 MYTH AND SCRIPTURE

fully intelligible only in a historical sense, that is, in the reflection of
what has happened, and in an eschatological sense, that is, in the antici-
pation of what is still to come. Past, present, and future are inextricably
linked together, but the arrow of time is linear, not circular, or spiral.
(2006, 415)°

For DiTommaso, temporal elements in apocalypses can be understood
only in historical terms—time moves only in one direction in apocalypses
no less than in historiography. Thus history is still characterized by linear
time, but his formulation now aligns apocalypses with history. DiTom-
maso does not seem to be proposing a new framework for understand-
ing myth and history so much as he is adopting the opposite viewpoint
from the old formulation that defined apocalypticism in terms of a cycli-
cal view of time. Cyclical time remains problematic and associated with
myth, while apocalypticism now falls under history. While DiTommaso
acknowledges that apocalyptic history does make use of mythological lan-
guage, his statement would minimize to a great degree the contributions
of myth, mythic patterns, and mythic narratives.

In fairness to Jindo, he does not claim to originate any of these ideas on
myth and history. Indeed, at every turn his discussion recalls and restates
arguments that go back thirty or more years to the work of Martin Noth,
Mircea Eliade, Paul Hanson, J. J. M. Roberts, and John Collins, among
others. What he does wish to do is revise the distinctions by arguing that,
despite their opposite characterizations, myth and history do converge in
both prophetic and apocalyptic eschatology. This happens in so much as
“prophetic eschatology is a history understood mythically, whereas apoca-
lyptic eschatology is a myth understood historically” (Jindo 2005, 412).
Although this restatement attempts to revise the old formulation that pits
myth and apocalyptic literature against history and the prophets, it also
suggests that biblical studies have not really moved beyond that dichoto-
mous framework.

While it is not clear that Jindo consciously subscribes to it, his argu-
ment builds upon an old prejudice.* This prejudice goes back, rather

3. DiTommaso is here referring to the proposal by Flannery-Dailey 1999.

4. Previous discussions have already documented biblical studies’ working preju-
dice against the presence and value of myth in the Hebrew Bible. A fuller discussion
of these matters may be found in the following books and articles, inter alia: Rogerson
1974; Oden 1992a; Wyatt 2001.
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ironically, to Hermann Gunkel’s work more than a hundred years ago (see
Gunkel 1994, 10-11 [orig. 1910]; 2006 [orig. 1895]). Even as he denied
the presence of myth in the Hebrew Bible, Gunkel did much to show the
echoes of ancient Near Eastern myth in the Hebrew Bible, especially in
apocalyptic literature’s use of the Chaoskampf pattern!®

In more recent decades, however, Gerhard von Rad’s Old Testament
Theology has contributed to the prejudice against myth and also against
apocalyptic literature. Although von Rad traced apocalyptic literature’s
roots to wisdom, rather than to ancient Near Eastern myth, his dismissal
of one is related to his criticism of the other. In both cases, his bias against
them emerges from his conviction of the unique and central place of his-
torical narrative in Israel’s theological witness. Both myth and apocalyptic
literature are ahistorical from his perspective (von Rad 1962, 27, 141, 390).6
Von Rad critiques the visions of Daniel because they “reduced the end-
lessly varied shapes and forms of history to a number of relatively simple
allegorical and symbolical representations” and thereby show “great loss
of historical sensitivity” (1965, 305). Moreover, in contrast to the “tension”
and contingency at work in the salvation history of the prophets and the
Deuteronomistic History, in which human agency seems to determine the
course of events, Daniel’s visions show history to be predetermined and
noncontingent. Instead of moving toward salvation, history in Daniel is
moving toward destruction.

Von Rad’s conception of history and historiography in the Old Tes-
tament, particularly in its opposition to apocalyptic literature, involves
a linear and teleological view of human history in which the action is
primarily driven by human agency and is moving toward its fulfillment—
God’s salvation of the people. Nevertheless, this history is open-ended
and not determined, in his view, and its details and events cannot be
reduced to more generalized images, themes, or schemas in the way that
apocalyptic views of history can be. In this brief sketch, one may perhaps
see the contradiction at work in von Rad’s assessment of the two types of

5. Rogerson (1974, 57-65) discusses at length the often contradictory views
regarding myth with which Gunkel was working.

6. These references show in brief von Rad’s view of mythology as “abstruse” and
“opposed to ... the enlightened and sober lucidity of the Jahwist’s account of Creation”
(1962, 141). He also regards it as the work of cultures and nations other than Israel and
thus foreign. Von Rad viewed the work of the Hebrew Bible, especially the Pentateuch,
as a process of “rigorous demythologizing” (27) of older Canaanite cultic notions.
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literature and also note his reductionistic approach to apocalyptic litera-
ture and its “ahistorical” qualities. Such reductionism, which overlooks
the significant and varying details of apocalyptic historical reviews and
distills them down to a few ideas or general “longings,” may also be found
in Jindo’s note.

The next significant milestone in the discussion concerning myth and
history in early Jewish apocalyptic literature occurs with F. M. Cross’s work
in the 1960s and 1970s, which possesses a profound appreciation of myth in
the Hebrew Bible generally, and inspired appreciation of Daniel more par-
ticularly. Cross’s important work Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic (1973)
maintains that the epic form at work in the Primordial History, for exam-
ple, contains both mythic materials and historical materials. Nevertheless,
he maintains the dichotomy between myth and history: “Characteristic
of the religion of Israel is a perennial and unrelaxed tension between the
mythic and the historical” (viii). The relationship between the two is one in
which particular events are shaped by mythic patterns. Human events pri-
marily deal with the horizontal axis—the temporal flow of time in which
events unfold in one direction, but which is marked by contingency. But
mythic thinking imposes on these events a certain shaping or pattern that
is not particular. These mythic patterns seek “static structures of meaning
behind or beyond the historical flux” (viii). Moreover, these patterns con-
tribute “a vertical dimension” to Israelite epic events, revealing the cosmos
and the impact of divine agency on human events (viii, 343).

According to Cross, mythic materials and their distinctive worldview
enjoyed a revival and converged with history and wisdom in the exilic
and postexilic periods to give rise to apocalyptic literature (1973, 344).
But it was one of Cross’s students, Paul Hanson, who took up the task of
charting the rise of this new literary form, its worldview, and social move-
ment.” For the purposes of this discussion, one notes that Hanson devel-
ops further Cross’s contrast between myth and history, which he sees as
constitutive of an emerging apocalyptic literature. According to Hanson,
apocalyptic literature represents a rejection of the contingencies of history
that earlier prophecy had once held in tension with visionary or mythic
elements. Visionary movements responsible for this literature subscribe

7. Hanson’s work is to be found in his published dissertation, The Dawn of Apoca-
lyptic (first published 1975; rev. ed. 1979), as well as in articles such as, “Jewish Apoca-
lyptic Against Its Near Eastern Environment” (1971); and “Apocalypses and Apoca-
lypticism: The Genre; Introductory Overview” (1992).
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to the mythic worldview that characterizes apocalyptic eschatology and
refuse to translate events of the cosmic realm in terms of the mundane.
Thus apocalyptic literature is escapist literature that retreats from history
and withdraws into the cosmos as a result of the political disillusionments
of the early postexilic period.

What makes apocalypticisms worldview mythological, in Hanson’s
argument, is its focus on the cosmic sphere (Hanson 1971, 33, 36, 52;
1979, 18-19, 21-31). The events that take place in the cosmic vision are
characterized by transcendence above the contingency of the historical
realm. This transcendence calls “into question all mundane institutions
and structures, and the realistic element” (1971, 35). Events and struc-
tures of the transcendent cosmos perdure and are static (1979, 18). While
apocalyptic literature does relate sequences of events taking place in the
cosmic realm, these events are unlike history because they are episodic
and timeless (1971, 40), by which Hanson seems to mean that they are
repeatable and cyclical. Since there is no causal connection between these
sets of events, there is no linear and progressive movement of chrono-
logical time (1971, 56). Moreover, within this mythic world of the cosmos,
divine agency is the primary determiner of action and, since action takes
place in episodic and repeatable cycles, events and their outcomes are pre-
determined. Episodes are closed to other forces that might alter the cycle
of events.

In sum, Hanson views myth as having a cyclical, timeless, perduring,
cosmic worldview that contrasts with the worldview inherent in Israelite
historiography. History he defines as a “historical sequence spanning cen-
turies in an unbroken development” (1971, 38). Historiography follows the
unfolding of events from “a distinct beginning point” through the present
to a “future unfolding” (40). Not unlike von Rad, Hanson understands this
history to be open-ended and driven by human agency and free will. Also
like von Rad, Hanson judges apocalyptic eschatology against the norm of
the prophetic worldview. The worldview of the prophets, which he terms
“prophetic eschatology;” reflects this view of history even while wedding
it to visionary and cosmic elements. Apocalyptic eschatology, however,
divorced the two and discarded the historical altogether.

This reconstruction of apocalypticism’s origins vis-a-vis Israelite his-
toriography garnered critical response from different quarters. J. . M Rob-
erts (1976) critiques Hanson’s proposal in some detail because it assumes
a cultural dichotomy between Israel and the foreign nations in order to
argue for a dichotomy between history and myth. Roberts outlines the
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nature and extent of these dichotomies in Hanson’s thinking and then goes
on to argue that the distinction is not as clear as Hanson makes them out
to be. But Roberts’s primary interest is in Israelite historiography as it com-
pares to Mesopotamian materials; he does not address Hanson’s observa-
tions of apocalyptic literature. Somewhat ironically, Roberts ends by main-
taining that there is a dichotomy between myth and history, even if he
disagrees with the particulars of Hanson’s distinctions. Roberts does not
attempt to construct an alternative distinction, but he does speak briefly of
the mythic function of history and the historical function of myth.

At this point, one sees clearly the way in which Jindo’s article picks
up the exchange between Hanson and Roberts. While postulating Han-
son’s distinction between apocalyptic and prophetic eschatologies, Jindo
rearticulates Roberts’s notion of the historical function of myth. But what
does “mythicized history” or the “historical function of myth” mean? Are
myth and history distinguished by certain functions or certain forms of
expression that they nevertheless can somehow share? And if these func-
tions can be used by either kind of genre, what makes them distinctive to
that genre?

Critique of Hanson’s discussion also came from the scholar of apoc-
alyptic texts, and another student of Cross, John Collins. Collins took
issue with Hanson over the substance of the apocalyptic worldview. In
particular, Collins upbraids Hanson on his assertion that where prophecy
succeeds and apocalyptic literature fails is in translating the cosmic vision
into “the terms of real history,” which he says sounds like the biblical the-
ology program of demythologization (Collins 1981, 90-93). Instead, Col-
lins asserts that the prophet and the apocalypticist each records what he
sees—and for the apocalypticist, the most important action is that which
takes place on the cosmic level. Collins also downplays the sharp dichot-
omy between myth and history, but nevertheless employs ideas that echo
Cross and Hanson. Specifically, Collins argues that mythic imagery is
constitutive of the apocalyptic genre. Without defining myth or mythol-
ogy, Collins, like Hanson, asserts that apocalyptic literature “shares the
world-view of the ancient cosmic mythologies” (Collins 1997, 84). By
this he means that apocalypticists view the most important action as that
conflict that takes place between “heavenly mythological beings, in the
conflict of God and Belial” (84). Moreover, Collins agrees with Cross
that Daniel’s various mythic references form identifiable mythic patterns
that are repeatable and paradigmatic. These patterns can be identified as
deriving ultimately from Canaanite myths, but they are imposed by the
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apocalypticist onto various historical events to reveal a transcendent real-
ity (Collins 1981, 90-93).

Rather than speaking of myth and history as constituting two oppos-
ing realms and worldviews that might be either divorced (Hanson) or
in constant tension (Cross) in Daniel, Collins speaks of time and space
as the intersecting axes of one universe. The axis of time is the horizon-
tal, again implying linear movement toward the future, while the vertical
that intersects with it is the spatial dimension. While Collins connects
myth with the spatial axis, especially as it pertains to the “mythological
characters” of the heavens, they are not one and the same. As intersect-
ing axes, human history in Daniel opens out onto cosmic space for the
visionary. Thus Collins diverges from Hanson by downplaying spatial
dualism in apocalyptic literature and worldview and emphasizing instead
the homology between the heavenly and the earthly. Indeed, Collins has
continued to assert that myth and history cannot be used to distinguish
between prophecy and apocalypticism.® Moreover, Collins does not use
a prophetic worldview as the norm against which to judge apocalyptic
literature’s use of time and space.

This brief history of the discussion shows that while a strict dichotomy
between myth and history has not prevailed in the extreme form articu-
lated by Hanson, nevertheless many of Hanson’s fundamental distinctions
continue to circulate and find a home. Moreover, Roberts’s and Jindo’s
assertions that the prophets give us “myth understood historically” while
apocalypticists give us the opposite sounds remarkably like the language
of “mythicized history” and “historicized myth,” language first offered by
Martin Noth.? Such constructions are just further examples of the way in
which the obscurities of myth and apocalypticism have proliferated. And,
as N. Wyatt (2001, 35) has argued, such language may simply further the
old prejudice against myth by trying “to preserve a little bit of ‘history” at
all costs”

8. See Collins 2003; see also the discussion on prophetic eschatology and apoca-
lyptic eschatology in DiTommaso 2007, 387-89.

9. On Noth’s use of this term, see Rogerson 1974, 147-48. The notion of “histori-
cized myth” may be found in various studies both within and outside biblical studies.
One particularly clear specimen of it within biblical studies is Toombs 1961.
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MYTH AND APOCALYPTIC HISTORIOGRAPHY IN DANIEL 8

Nevertheless, Jindo and DiTommaso’s exchange reveals a shifting assess-
ment of apocalyptic literature within recent scholarship. DiTommaso’s
comments situate him within a growing body of scholarship that has posi-
tively reassessed the historiography of apocalyptic historical résumés.!”
Moreover, some of the scholarly work on apocalyptic historiography has
demonstrated, rather ironically, that historiography can look and function
in ways traditionally attributed to myth. This reality calls into question the
traditional oppositions used in defining myth/apocalypticism and history,
and this is the territory that this essay must now explore.!!

Roberts (1976, 13) wisely points out that such explorations are best
approached on the level of specific texts first. Thus in the ensuing discus-
sion I propose to test the issues by examining one particular text where
apocalyptic historiography meets mythic materials,'> namely, Dan 8 within
the larger context of Daniel’s visions.!? Daniel 8 and its apocalyptic review
of history provide an interesting text for examination because it is rich in
mythological motifs and patterns but has long suffered neglect because
scholars have often deemed it to be a poor copy of Dan 7.14 Yet this chapter
is distinctive from Dan 7 in significant ways, even as it depends on its more
famous predecessor.

10. This position may also be found in Davies 1978; Newsom 1984; Hall 1991;
Addison 1992; Froehlich 1996; and Niskanen 2004.

11. DiTommaso (2007, 388) also challenges “the binary thinking” that has led
scholars to make apocalypticism a mythic literature devoid of history.

12. In using the word mythic, 1 refer to distinctive images, plot patterns, char-
acters, or vocabulary that have a demonstrable connection to a particular narrative
or body of stories that scholars categorize as myth, even when they disagree on the
definition of myth.

13. It might seem more suitable to focus on Dan 7, a text long recognized by
scholars to be redolent with myth. Yet Dan 7 has been subjected to so much discussion
in the past thirty years that it has become overworked.

14. Susan Niditch (1983, 216) summarizes the negative views of Dan 8 that pre-
dominated in earlier scholarship when she comments, “Many scholars feel, in fact,
that ch. 8 comes as an aesthetic anticlimax to Daniel 7 See, e.g., Porteous 1965, 119;
Montgomery 1927, 325.
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THE MYTHIC PATTERN OF THE REBELLIOUS SUBORDINATE

Collins (1977, 106) has argued that Dan 8 employs a mythic pattern and
imagery that is also found in Isa 14:4-20, sometimes called the Day Star
myth or the myth of the rebellious subordinate.!> The narrative elements
of this mythic pattern include a powerful earthly figure, typically a king
or tyrant, whose hubristic imagination leads him to elevate himself up to
the heavenly heights, up to the clouds, in an attempt to usurp the divine
throne. However, before he can accomplish the overthrow of the divine,
God casts him down to the earth in abject humiliation. As Hugh Page
(1996, 130) notes, the narrative typically indicates that the ruler’s fall “has
an impact on the universe.”

While some would argue that this mythic pattern may be traced back
to a now lost Ugaritic myth, one need not adhere to this reconstruction
in order to recognize the importance of this narrative within the Hebrew
Bible or its mythic character. Isaiah 14 likens the earthly tyrant to Helel
ben Shachar, or Day Star son of Dawn, who is implied to be a member of
the divine assembly who revolted against God in a distant, primordial era
(Clements 1980, 142-43; Collins 1977, 106-7; Page 1996, 130-31).

In Dan 8 the narrative pattern is applied to Antiochus IV in the after-
math of his desecration of the temple in 167 B.C.E. But Dan 8 adapts the
narrative pattern for use in its symbolic vision in two significant ways. The
mythic pattern is first subordinated to a broader historiographical schema
involving four world kingdoms, within which Antiochus IV appears as the
last ruler of the fourth kingdom. Second, it is retold using animal sym-
bolism. While symbolic figures are often associated with myth, and this
is indeed the case in Dan 7,6 Dan 8 uses a symbolic system that is not
necessarily tied to mythic narratives or patterns. The use of animals such
as the goat and the ram are typical metaphors of mundane leadership in
the Hebrew Bible, as are the animal horns. Thus Antiochus IV is the little
horn that grows on the he-goat, an offshoot of one of four replacement
horns (its identification as a little horn is perhaps a reference to his illegiti-
mate methods of acquiring and exercising power). Nevertheless, the vision
report of Dan 8:9-11 retains the spatial language that is important to the

15. Niditch (1983, 229-33) also identifies this mythic pattern at work in Dan 8.
For extensive discussions of this narrative pattern in Isa 14, see Page 1996, 120-40.
Ezek 28 also provides a similar narrative pattern concerning the king of Tyre.

16. On the mythic origin of the animal imagery in Dan 7, see Collins 1993.
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mythic pattern. It describes how the little horn grows exceedingly great
toward the south, the east, and the west (i.e., the territories that did not
originally belong to the Syrian king), and even up to the host of heaven.
The little horn breaches the heavenly boundary, confronts the prince of
hosts—the archangel Michael—and even succeeds in casting down to the
earth some of the heavenly host, or angelic army.!” He also desecrates or
“casts down” the sanctuary—a reference to both the earthly temple and its
heavenly counterpart (Gzella 2003, 118-19).

While the symbolic vision form typically provides parallelism between
vision report and interpretation, it is significant that some details of this
vision report (vv. 3-14) do not match some details provided in the angelic
interpretation (vv. 20-25).!8 Notably, the vision report ends with the tri-
umph of the rebellious subordinate and does not record any defeat of the
tyrant. Indeed, the vision report elaborates on the success of the tyrant and
concludes with the notice that the little horn succeeded in all that he did.
It is not until the end of the interpretation that the reader learns of God’s
defeat of the tyrant. The final three words of verse 25 declare, “but without
a hand he will be broken.” This is all that is said of the little horn’s demise.

PATTERNS AND MEANING IN HISTORIOGRAPHY
The rebellious subordinate narrative unfolds as part of the final, and cli-

mactic, segment of the four-kingdoms schema. This historiographical
schema, which the author of Dan 8 adapts from Dan 7 (and which Dan

17. See further Merrill Willis 2010. The overlap that I discuss there (100 n. 46)
between Dan 8 and Isa 14:4-20 include (1) the language and motif of hubristic think-
ing, (2) self-exaltation to the heavenly host and stars, and (3) the language of casting
down to the earth. Notice the following parallels:
1. Dan8:25: 73 1225
Isa 14:13a-b: 9YR DMWY 72252 MR AN

2. Dan 8:10: D'AWA RAX-TY 513
Isa 14:13c~d: "RDI DIR HR™2127 Hynn

3. Dan 8:10b: ¥R 59M); Dan 8:12b: ¥R NAR TOWN
Isa 14:12: PARY NPTAI ... D'AWA NHa3

18. On the form of the symbolic vision, see Niditch 1983 (177-241). The parallel-
ism between vision report and interpretation should not be understood as rigid—in
Daniel it is not unusual to find slippage, gaps, and other small discrepancies between
the two parts of the symbolic vision. Nevertheless, the lack of parallelism in Dan 8 is
significant and unusual.
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7 borrowed from 2:31-45), recounts the history of foreign rule over the
Jews from the Neo-Babylonian Empire down to Greek rule. While Dan
8 makes no mention of Nebuchadnezzar or the Neo-Babylonian period,
the text does preserve references to the other three kingdoms—the two
horns on the ram symbolize the Median and the Persian empires, while
the he-goat is the Greek Empire and its various horns represent Alexander
the Great and his successors.!” The schema, which probably developed in
Persia and which is preserved in part by the Greek historian Herodotus as
Assyria, Media, and Persia, depicts ancient Near Eastern history as a suc-
cession of empires overtaking the same land; but the fourth empire, the
Greek, stands out as particularly aggressive and should be resisted. The
four-kingdoms schema thus originally functioned as a form of resistance
literature (Flusser 1972, 157-59).

Similarly, Dan 8 presents the history of foreign rule as a succession of
empires, emphasizing the destructive capacities of the fourth empire. This
succession is shaped into a narrative pattern in which one government
rises to greatness and then finds itself confronted and broken by the next
government. Thus the he-goat shatters the ram horns that represent Media
and Persia, but soon after the he-goat’s own single horn is shattered and
then replaced by more horns. Each successive government grows more
aggressive and threatening than the last, culminating in the abusive reign
of the little horn, who attacks in every direction and confronts even the
heavenly powers.

This presentation of history uses details selectively, conveying only
those things that are important for the writer’s purpose. The writer is
not interested in narrating at any length dates, places, agents, events, and
motives that make up a typical history. Nevertheless, these elements are
present in the narrative with the explicit identification of Media, Persia,
and Greece and the allusive identification of the agents Alexander the
Great and some of the Diadochi. Antiochus IV becomes the focus of this
narrative and the subject of the text’s attention and energy as the narrative
recounts his desecration of the Jerusalem temple.

19. Of course, Judea never experienced domination by Media. The inclusion
of Media clearly reveals the eastern origin of the schema. Jewish scribes apparently
learned of it in the eastern diaspora and brought it back to Judea where Babylon and
Nebuchadnezzar were substituted for Assyria, but Media remained in the schema. See
Swain 1940; Flusser 1972, 148-75.
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Carol Newsom (2006) argues that such selective use of details and dis-
tinctive narrative patterning may be understood in terms of Paul Ricoeur’s
concept of historiography. In his discussion of temporality and narrative,
Ricoeur argues that historiography is the configuration or emplotment of
events in such a way that they may be grasped as a temporal unity. For
Ricoeur, emplotted events are not just episodes or listed occurrences, such
as one finds in the Sumerian King List. Rather, when the historian emplots
events, she takes a string of happenings or “an open series of events” (e.g., a
list of four successive kingdoms) and endows them with a narrative struc-
ture that comprises a beginning (an original event or initial condition), a
middle (events and consequences that involve causes and effects), and an
ending that gives definition and meaning to the whole narrative (1984,
1:66-68).

For Ricoeur, such configured narratives of real events form a tempo-
ral circle or unity in so much as the beginning can be read in the ending
and, once the story is known and repeated, the ending can be read in the
beginning. Thus in historiography the configuring and retelling of events
allows the arrow of time, as the reader experiences it, to move backward
toward the beginning of the story or forward toward its ending (1984,
1:67-68).20 Ricoeur asserts that the historian does not fabricate or impose

20. When I speak of the use of temporality in narratives, I am not simply refer-
ring to the presentation of the course of events as happening one after another. I am
also referring to the way in which narratives can use and manipulate the perception or
experience of time. This has to do with the “aporetics of time” that Ricoeur is grappling
with in Time and Narrative. These aporetics or contradictions concerning time have to
do with the reality that although humans typically speak of time as linear—as some-
thing we pass through so that we always find ourselves in the present having come
from the past as we head into the future—humans also perceive the past to remain
present through memory. The future is present also through anticipation. Ricoeur,
enjoining Augustine’s observations on this contradiction, notes that human experi-
ence of time, which is connected to but distinct from the narrativization of human
experience into historiography, is not really regulated externally by the sun and the
moon and the movement of the heavenly bodies. Our sense of time is, in fact, regu-
lated internally by memory of the past, attentiveness to the present, and anticipation
of the future. Although this particular discussion on myth and history is not able to
explore this aspect of temporality in apocalyptic texts further, this contradiction is
what allows humans to experience the past as contemporaneous with the present. This
is what Flannery-Dailey is exploring in her paper on “Non-Linear Time” (1999). She
calls it a spiral model of time that allows apocalyptic visionaries to depict the present
in terms of past experiences of Eden or Mount Sinai. That is, these past experiences are
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this narrative structure on events; rather, she discovers the structure that
is prefigured in the experience of the events themselves and re-presents
them or configures them.

Historiography as a narrative act does not simply convey data con-
cerning agents, events, and dates. It involves the historian in the selective
work of identifying the subject, scope, and relevant details from prefig-
ured events to be included in the narrative (Newsom 2006, 218). This work
typically seeks thematic coherency as well as temporal coherency. Ricoeur
(1984, 1:67) argues that the historian, no less than the novelist, emplots
events in such a way that they may “be translated into one ‘thought.” His-
torical narratives have a center of meaning, a central idea, that ties events
together into a temporal unity. So, contrary to von Rad’s assumption about
the nature of Israelite historiography, historical narrative is never simply a
written record of the “endlessly varied shapes and forms of history” (von
Rad 1965, 304), but rather preserves a narrative intentionally emplotted
around a thematic center.

For Ricoeur and other theorists, the function or purpose of this his-
torical narrative is cognitive in nature—to make historical experience
meaningful for its readers, not only in understanding the past but also in
making sense of the present by connecting it to a larger narrative. Although
von Rad understood history to be fundamentally meaningful because it
was the chief means by which Israelite religion saw God at work, Wiesel’s
interchange with his teacher points out that historical experience is not
always “true” or meaningful in and of itself. Present and past experiences
may corrode meaning and create dissonance, especially when those expe-
riences involve open-ended tragedy, injustice, and tremendous suffering.
Indeed, Ricoeur argues that the experience of temporality in and of itself
can be tragic. The ability to discern an ending or anticipate the drawing to
a close of events in which one finds oneself stuck in medias res, however,
allows one to discern the relevance and weight of such tragic experiences
and to see them as limited in both duration and importance. But one can
do this only by virtue of being able to construct or project an ending point
from which to view those experiences (O’Leary 1994, 40-41).

The foregoing understanding of historiography indicates that the
persistent, though oft-challenged, distinction between history as linear,

contemporaneous with the present for the apocalypticist. A similar experience of time
is also at work in Dan 8, where the present is cast in terms of the exile.
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open-ended, contingent events and myth as cyclical and static episodes
cannot be maintained. Indeed, Newsom (2006, 215-18) observes that his-
torical narratives in the Hebrew Bible often involve repetition of historical
patterns and emplotted themes. One need only look to the Deuteronomis-
tic cycle of history of apostasy, oppression, crying out, and deliverance
that one finds in Judges in compacted narratives and in 1-2 Kings as an
overarching schema (219). This cycle shapes the telling of particular his-
torical events. In short, history often repeats itself within and between
historical narratives in the Hebrew Bible;?! patterns are not mythic simply
because they repeat. Similarly, DiTommaso (2007, 386-87) argues that
time and temporality work on different levels within apocalyptic literature
and that one of these has to do with “recurrent macrostructural patterns
within history”

Indeed, the ability to discern repetition and identifiable patterns
within historical events is a chief means by which one makes sense of
historical experience and also anticipates or predicts future outcomes
(DiTommaso 2007, 387; Newsom 2006, 226). The current financial crisis
plaguing America and much of Europe may provide an example of this.
When the crisis broke in September of 2008, analysts were quick to look
back to the Great Depression and also to Japan’s crises that resulted in “the
lost decade” of the 1990s. The continuities and discontinuities between the
present and these past financial catastrophes have become an important
means of prognostication as both Wall Street and Main Street have asked,
How long until the economy recovers and the tragedy of lost jobs, houses,
and business is ended???

21. Not only in the Hebrew Bible, history as repeatable is a concept that J. J. Fin-
kelstein (1963) develops in relation to Mesopotamian historiography as well. Main-
taining a close connection between manticism and divination, Mesopotamian sages
understood divination to be an effective means of anticipating future events precisely
because specific events predictably act as catalysts for specific outcomes. These cata-
lysts were reflected in the particulars of a sheep’s entrails, which could be catalogued
and used as a guide for other diviners seeking to give advice to the king, such as one
finds in the Summa Izbu texts.

22. This is not to imply that apocalyptic literature and apocalyptic historiography
always spring out of a definable crisis—Dan 7 reflects no specific catastrophe. How-
ever, Dan 8’s apocalyptic historiography is directly linked to the crisis of the desecra-
tion of the temple by Antiochus IV in 167 B.C.E.
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Within Dan 8, the study of history for the purpose of prognostication
takes the form of an extended vaticinium ex eventu.”> Using a vaticinium
ex eventu, the apocalyptist emplots the four-kingdoms schema so that the
past, present, and future of foreign domination become a temporal unity
with a discernible and imminent ending. Although von Rad charged that
Daniel’s apocalyptic visions undermine the openness of history by depict-
ing the future as predetermined, it is better to say that the convention of
the vaticinium allows the apocalyptist to play with the arrow of time. Thus
although time appears to move in a straight line from past to future for the
reader, the apocalyptist has already traced the flow of time backward to
the exile in order to anticipate the future, whether that future is in fact the
present time of the writer or the writer’s actual future (Newsom 2006, 227).
From his study of the past, the apocalyptist discerns that within the course
of history foreign powers regularly rise and fall, but the crisis of Seleucid
rule brings this schema to a breaking point that necessitates climax and
closure of foreign power altogether.

PARTICULAR EXPERIENCES AND ULTIMATE REALITIES IN
APOCALYPTIC LITERATURE

The crisis of foreign domination is set off by the little horn’s aggressive
intrigues against other kings, the people, and especially against the divine
realm. The writer views Antiochus IV’s co-opting of the temple, the aboli-
tion of the tamid sacrifices, and his prohibition of Torah observances in
Jerusalem as going “beyond the usual evil”?4 of imperial aggression against
the subjugated people of Judea. These actions represent attacks on the
Most High himself that are unprecedented within the historical résumé
and within his own reading of Judean history. One might ask how it is
that the writer of Dan 8 does not regard Nebuchadnezzar and the Neo-
Babylonian Empire, which destroyed the temple, as the start of the crisis.
Certainly Dan 8 regards life under the rule of the he-goat and his horns to
be an extension of the Babylonian exile. But this exile is divinely initiated
through Nebuchadnezzar in Dan 2 and Dan 7. Even Dan 8, which does
not mention Babylon or Nebuchadnezzar, seems to understand the com-

23. On this understanding of the apocalyptic study of the past in Daniel, see esp.
Davies 1978, 19-25; and Newsom 1984, 43-50.

24. To borrow the phrase from J. K. Rowling’s description of Voldemort (2005,
502).
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munity’s experience of foreign domination as part of “the period of wrath”
(8:19), a period determined by God. Nevertheless, Dan 8 deems the little
horn’s actions to be unique because they are not initiated or legitimated by
God as punishment upon the Judean community. The actions of Antio-
chus IV do not fit easily within the assumptions of the traditional Deuter-
onomistic shaping of exilic history that one finds in 2 Kgs 24-25; nor do
they fit the prophetic view of exile found in Jer 28:14 and 27:5-6 (a view
adopted in part to speak of Nebuchadnezzar in Dan 2:36). In these views,
the foreign king acts as God’s servant and instrument for punishment.
The writer of Dan 8 places the political and religious transgressions
of Antiochus IV within a much larger scope of vision and agency than
one typically sees in other types of biblical historiography. Even a cur-
sory comparison of Daniel’s visions with the accounts of Antiochus IV
in 1-2 Maccabees illustrates the difference. The propagandistic historiog-
raphies of 1 and 2 Maccabees, which were written well after the death of
Antiochus IV (and thus not for those stuck in medias res), trains its sight
on the earthly. God’s actions are not missing from this historiography,
but the supernatural comes into play only in terms of earthly events and
results, especially those events that support the political legitimacy of the
Hasmoneans. The cosmic sphere and its characters are not envisioned and
earthly characters and events are not framed in terms of the cosmic. But
the writer of Dan 8 narrates Antiochus IV as a character at play in both
the earthly and the cosmic spheres—for the imagery of the horn literarily
takes the reader’s eye up the spatial axis and across the boundary between
heaven and earth—a boundary that is not typically constructed in the his-
toriography of 1-2 Maccabees or in the Deuteronomistic History. While
it would be difficult to assert the writer’s intention in doing this, one can
argue, as Lenn Goodman (1993, 74-75) does, that the literary effect is to
situate human experience within both the cosmos and in human time in
such a way that the extraordinary, even the ultimate, character of these
events may be brought to the fore. This literary feature—the connecting of
cosmic or supernatural realities with mundane realities, often through the
focus on the cosmos or on remote time—is distinctive to mythic narrative
in the Hebrew Bible. Daniel 8 affirms Goodman’s insight that myths deal
with ultimates—ultimate values and realities and, in the case of apocalyp-
tic literature, ultimate endings.?> Mythic literature thus “press[es] against

>«

25. Some scholars frame myth in terms of the perception of reality’s “essential”
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the glass of ordinary experience” (Goodman 1993, 76). In their dealings
with the ultimate, myths also open up the possibility of extraordinary
responses and resolutions to the problems of historical experience.

Thus Dan 8 weaves together both historiography and mythic patterns
in order to connect the mundane to the cosmic and the absolute. The sym-
bolic vision shows how the particularity of Seleucid rule and its effects on
the righteous community have ultimate significance. The little horn’s rule
is more than a battle between Hellenistic and Jewish cultures or identities,
for Dan 8 it is ultimately an issue of how divine power is and is not man-
ifested through human leadership. The mythic pattern of the rebellious
subordinate allows the scribal community, who make up the reading and
writing community of Daniel’s visions, to explore the ultimate character of
the divine relationship to the human king within the particular context of
Antiochus IV’s rule. It also allows the community to construct a narrative
ending to this experience.

It is true that mythic narrative patterns often drive the historical
details in Daniel’s visions. That is, the mythic patterns can exercise such
extensive shaping power over the narrative that the particular details of
the historical events can become misshapen and less important than the
pattern itself. One can see this in the historical résumé of Dan 11 when
Antiochus IV, the last king of the north, is credited with a third, and fic-
tional, campaign into Egypt (Clifford 1975; Newsom 2006, 228). And in
Dan 8 the mythic and symbolic characterization of Antiochus IV, as the
little horn and rebellious subordinate who breaches the heavenly bound-
ary, eclipses the particular details of his intrigues involving the sale of the
high priesthood and the murder of Onias III.

Nevertheless, Dan 8 also shows how historical particularity disrupts
the “static structures” of mythic meanings and drives the mythic pattern.
This is particularly evident in the vision report, which evokes the spe-
cific language of Isa 14 and Ezek 28 to characterize the hubristic attempts
by Antiochus IV to usurp the throne of the God. The expected climax
to this pattern, the climax used in Isa 14 and Ezek 28, is the dejection
of the insubordinate king, who is cast down to the earth and subject to

character, which may refer to the same reality as that which I call “ultimate” reality.
However, I find myself suspicious of the term essential because, as in Jindo’s article, it
can be used to buttress a reductionistic approach to apocalyptic literature. The lan-
guage of ultimate, however, conceptually moves in a different direction, away from a
minimal essence toward a maximal reality.
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abjection and horror in his death. But this part of the mythic pattern
is rather pointedly absent from Dan 8’s vision report, which relates that
the rebellious subordinate elevates himself up to the heavenly host and,
rather than experiencing dejection, instead casts down the heavenly host,
tramples on “the truth”—a reference to Torah observance—and prospers
in all that he does.

The vision report of Dan 8, written shortly after the desecration of the
temple, lacks the triumphant vision that characterizes the visions of Dan
7 and Dan 10-12.2° Even though the interpretation of Dan 8 attempts to
supply the expected victorious ending by providing the terse statement
“but without a hand he will be broken,” the supplemented line is anti-
climactic in terms of the reader’s expectations and the energy of Dan 8’s
vision. Several aspects of the text’s narrative attenuate the significance and
triumph of the divine victory over the rebellious subordinate. In the first
place, the vision report sets up a pattern of rising and falling empires that
initially leads the reader to expect that the power of the little horn too
will be confronted and defeated in short order. Thus the horns of Media
and Persia rise to such dominance that there was no one to rescue captive
countries from their might. But at the height of their power, the horn of
Alexander the Great’s Greek empire breaks them and attains such domi-
nance for itself that there was no one who could rescue captive countries
from its might. But then, at the height of its power, Alexander’s horn is
broken, and the little horn’s power rises to greatness. The repetition of the
phrase and the pattern leads the reader to expect the imminent destruc-
tion of Antiochus IV’s power. Yet the expected defeat does not take place.
The lack of parallelism between vision report and interpretation makes the
defeat appear to be secondary when it does happen and makes the little
horn, not divine power, the focus of this historical summary. Moreover,
the lack of elaboration on the divine’s defeat of the little horn and lack of
a transformed future for the righteous community further undermine the
rhetorical power of the victory. Daniel 8 intentionally invokes the mythic
pattern of the rebellious subordinate and then narratively and structurally
disrupts it.

26. Collins (1974, 55) notes this absence in his schema depicting the parallelism
of the three visions. He notes that the résumés of chs. 7 and 10-12 divide history into
three key sections: (a) events prior to Antiochus IV, (b) the career of Antiochus IV, and
(c) the eschatological outcome. While ch. 8 includes sections a and b, it contains no c.
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EQUIPMENT FOR LIVING IN THE MIDST OF TRAGEDY

The skillful interweaving of mythic and historiographical materials in Dan
8 performs a particular kind of work for the earliest reading community of
Daniel’s visions. Because this material situates readers’ particular experi-
ences relative to the ultimate realities of cosmic space and eschatological
time, it affords the reader certain tools or “equipment for living” to negoti-
ate the tragic experiences of life under the rule of Antiochus IV.

Recent scholarship on millennial groups and their discourse has
highlighted the rhetorical character of apocalyptic discourse in general
(O’'Leary 1994, 3-19; Brummett 1991). Biblical apocalypses, no less than
contemporary millennial groups, utilize apocalyptic language for pur-
poses that are suasive—they use language to frame the world in particular
ways intended to be internalized by the reader to make sense of the world
and inform certain kinds of actions and dispositions. The language and
conventions of this discourse thus constitute the equipment for thinking
and acting upon and living within the world.

In particular, apocalyptic language and symbols, historical and mythic
patterns work on the symbolic level of language to bring cognitive coher-
ence and meaning when experience and conviction clash (Fishbane 1985,
485-99, 509-11).%7 Since this function may be found in any number of
discourses, they are not unique to apocalyptic literature. Indeed, Fredric
Jameson, combining rhetorical criticism and ideological criticism with
Claude Lévi-Strauss’s theory of myth, argues that all kinds of aesthetic
productions—mythic or otherwise—can create “imaginary or formal
‘solutions’ to unresolvable social contradictions” (Jameson 1982, 79). But
apocalyptic literature is quite effective at creating symbolic resolutions
because of its ability to bring either the cosmos or remote time to bear on
the present.

27. The reader will recognize here the language of cognitive dissonance, a theory
originally developed in relation to millennial groups and their expectations, but with
larger applications made to the field of cognitive psychology by Leon Festinger (1962).
Robert Carroll (1979) picked up Festinger’s theory and applied it to the development
of apocalyptic movements. However, more recent articulations of cognitive disso-
nance in relation to apocalyptic discourse, such as that of O'Leary (1994, 19-20), com-
bine the concept of cognitive dissonance with Lévi-Strauss’s notion of myth’s function
to resolve or mediate contradictions.
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In Dan 8 the dissonance that apocalyptic rhetoric attempts to resolve
has to do with divine power and presence vis-a-vis the foreign domina-
tion of Judea. The ideology of rule that began during the exilic period and
prevailed during the Persian period emphasized God’s use of the foreign
king to rule Judea after the exile. The foreign king was God’s messiah (Isa
45:1), the one who delivered the people in accordance with Yahweh's plan.
Persian period materials often legitimized the foreign king even as they
critiqued local rule.?® But Dan 7 and Dan 8 indicate the way in which this
ideology of rule is shifting under the oppressive weight of Seleucid rule.
While Dan 7 provides a vision of God’s penultimate validation of kingly
rule before ultimately judging all kings,?® Dan 8 cannot even envision this
much. For the author of Dan 8, there is no divine validation of any of the
animals or horns. Nevertheless, the author of Dan 8 cannot concede that
history somehow unfolds or takes shape outside of God’s plan. But in what
way does history reveal divine power when the righteous community faces
such terrible and overwhelming opposition from the little horn?

The symbolic work of Dan 8 is to construct a different ideology of rule
than those that predominated during the exilic and postexilic periods of
Judeas history. In place of a Deuteronomistic view of history or a Persian
period ideology of kingship, Dan 8 uses myth and history to create an
ideology in which God is at work in history to shape its general direction
toward the destruction of imperial rule, even though God is not immedi-
ately visible within historical events. Daniel 7 had already begun to map
this new ideological territory through its reuse of the Chaoskampf pattern
in an eschatological context. Yet the triumphalist vision of the Ancient of
Days and the humanlike one, which dates from before Antiochus’s outlaw-
ing of Judaism, is not able to make sense of the immediate experience of
dejection created by the desecration of the temple. Thus historical experi-
ence demands the reworking—but not rejection—of mythic patterns as
well as historical patterns, in order to create cognitive coherence concern-
ing the present.

28. This dynamic is already apparent during the exile in Jeremiah’s language of the
signet—used to delegitimize the Davidic king and validate Nebuchadnezzar (Jer 22:24-
25). The Chronicler and Ezra-Nehemiah continue this dynamic. See Japhet 1982.

29. The divine council commissions the first three beasts in 7:4-6 by giving the
lion a human form and intellect, commanding the bear to arise and devour, and giving
dominion to the leopard.
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It is the complementary relationship between historical narrative
and mythic narrative that provides the equipment for Dan 8 to do this
symbolic work. The historical experience that Dan 8 narrates using the
four-kingdoms schema is tragic and oppressive, but the narrative of the
rebellious subordinate allows the remote time of the future eschaton and
the normally invisible realm of the divine to become visible and to invest
the present with meaning. At the same time, historical narrative is capa-
ble of using the past to anticipate a pattern of increasingly more aggres-
sive yet falling empires. This use of history also expresses and motivates
resistance toward the present order as a way of bringing about a future
without empire.

CONCLUSION

In this study of Dan 8 I have demonstrated the persistence of the dichot-
omy imposed on apocalyptic literature and its relationship to myth and
historiography as well as the difficulties inherent in the dichotomy itself.
Both myth and historiography are capable of organizing particular events
into larger nonparticular schemas. Historiography, understood in terms
of narrative configuration and emplotment, often makes use of repeating
and identifiable patterns, just as myth can. Its narrative use of temporality
involves something more akin to a circle than a straight line moving from
past to future. Nevertheless, this is the narrative form that concerns itself
with structuring the ongoing experiences of human time and place into
meaningful narratives with beginnings, middles, and ends.

The mythic materials apocalyptic literature utilizes in Dan 8, and in
Daniel’s other visions, are adept at putting human experience into a frame-
work of ultimate realities. Goodman’s language here is apt: “in myths, the
story is always situated vis-a-vis a known reality” In its relationship to
that reality, the content and work of the myth often reveal “an upward
and widening spiral, toward the cosmic,” by utilizing the remote time of
universal origins or endings or by making visible the normally invisible
realm of the divine, depicted as spatially “above.” Moreover, while myth
is often construed in biblical studies as durative, static, and cyclical, in the
apocalyptic vision of Dan 8 it shows itself to be adaptable and reworkable
in the service of historical particularity. Indeed, the two kinds of narrative
must each contribute its own equipment to create meaning, which for the
scribal community of Daniel’s visions is nothing less than knowledge of
God’s power and presence in the course of a tragic history.
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REcCAST, RECLAIM, REJECT: MYTH AND VALIDITY

Steven J. Kraftchick

What makes today’s scholarship so different is that it does not find it
necessary to formulate a theology or hermeneutic that deals with myth.
(Evans 1993, 36)

Myths are not lies. Nor are they detached stories. They are imaginative
patterns, networks of powerful symbols that suggest particular ways of
interpreting the world. They shape its meaning. (Midgley 2003, 1)

In a nutshell, the inherent tension between these two quotations defines
any conversation about myth and the Bible.! Either Midgley is correct and
interpreting the Bible is all about myth, or Evans is, and the endeavor is
about anything but myth.

These are not the first set of conversations devoted to this tension nor
the first convened under the auspices of the AAR/SBL.? 1t is likely not to

1. This paper was presented initially for the purpose of outlining some of the
issues before the SBL consultation on Bible, Myth, and Myth Theory, which convened
in 2006. As a result, my goal was less to solve problems than to state them succinctly
and clearly. I do not think that determining the definition of myth or its functions is
either simple or direct. It is clear, however, that how one defines the term does dictate
the manner in which one considers it to function and subsequently what one consid-
ers to be the meaning of myth in truth constructions. See on this relationship of defi-
nition and meaning Stout 1982. For a very thorough and fine taxonomy of definitions
and the difficulties they pose in myth studies see Doty 1980, 531-62.

2.1n 1972-1974 the AAR sponsored sessions on Myth and History (subsequently
published in Gibbs and Stevenson 1975), and in more recent times an AAR panel on
myth studies “post-Eliade” (1991) culminated in a volume of essays dealing with the
topics of myth construction and methods of myth study (Doniger and Patton 1996).
One thing that we should consider is how the consultation follows on the work of
those symposia and how it differs from them.
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be the last either, since the questions surrounding myth—its definition,
its forms, how to study it in comparison to other myths and literature—as
well as claims for its truth, are genuinely difficult to answer.> Moreover,
the nature of myth and the fact that one must dwell in some version of it,
even while addressing it, mean that finding answers to the above questions
that could satisfy even a small majority of us is highly unlikely. That being
said, it seems to me that rather than attempt to answer these questions it is
better to choose a less direct approach, namely to see how the term myth
and its definitions shape the answers that some other interpreters have
given to these questions. My desire is to investigate how the relationship of
our definitions and valuations of myth structure our analyses of it. It will
be evident that this paper can be no more than a thought exercise and only
a beginning of one at that.

The lexical entry for mythos reads, “prim|[arily] ‘speech, conversation;
also of ‘narrative’ or ‘story’ without distinction of fact or fiction, then of
fictional narrative (as opposed to Adyos, the truth of history) such as tale,
story, legend, myth” (BDAG, 660). The entry then cites the appearance of
both these meanings throughout Greek literature, both philosophical and
religious. The New Testament mentions the term mythos five times (2 Pet
1:16; Titus 1:14; 1 Tim 1:4; 4:7; and 2 Tim 4:4), and in all of these instances
a pejorative and negative evaluation of myth is suggested. For these writers
at least, the notion of myth in relation to the Christian religion is one of
contradiction, difference, and exclusion.

However, despite these disavowals of myth, it is clear that the New
Testament does employ myths and is itself mythical. I mean this in two
senses. First, the New Testament writers (like the Hebrew Bible writers
before them) used elements of cultural and religious myths drawn from

3. An investigation of myth could take on many forms: e.g., in his history of myth,
Andrew Von Hendy (2002) lists the following: the origins of myth, the relationship
of myth to truth, myth and literature, myth and consciousness, myth and depth psy-
chology, myth and ideology, myth as an aspect of primitive religion, myth and ritual,
myth and folklore, as well as structural, post-structural, and anthropological studies
of myth. The array of possibilities is stunning and paralyzing, and I have found helpful
Von Hendy’s grouping of these different approaches under four rubrics: the romantic,
the ideological, the folkloristic, and the constitutive. Defining the different categories
takes us far afield, but for purposes of orientation Von Hendy includes Eliade under
the first, Nietzsche and Marx under the second, Malinowski and Lévi-Strauss under
the third, and the works of poets, such as Yeats, as well as the work of Paul Ricoeur and
Leszek Kolokowski as representative of the fourth.
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their social and intellectual environment in order to define their own
nascent community’s beliefs and to distinguish those beliefs from those
of competing religious/philosophical groups. Second, the New Testament
invokes and assumes a larger enveloping story of the origin of the world,
its current conditions, the place of humans in that world, and the relation-
ship of those humans and that world to unseen otherwordly powers and
beings. This applies not only to the writers, but also to the people that they
write about, such as Jesus, his audiences, his opposition, and his follow-
ers. In other words, following Midgely’s definition, the New Testament is
mythical not simply because it contains stories of miracles and wonders,
but because it is a network of stories, symbols, and patterns that interpret
the world.

That being said, I am aware that other New Testament interpreters
do not accept this position, rejecting the idea that the New Testament is
mythical, while others even insist that the New Testament contains no
mythic material at all. My reading suggests that the pertinent questions
for determining the strength of these two positions revolve around the
notions of whether myths create meaning and/or truth. That is, interpret-
ers who take a maximalist position on myth in the New Testament under-
stand its language and stories to be true in the sense that they create mean-
ing for their adherents. In contrast, those who take a minimalist position
tend to equate myth with fiction or false claims and therefore discount its
ability to create legitimate forms of meaning.* With this we move to larger
hermeneutical questions, and these too play a role in the evaluation of
myth and the Bible.

I think that these questions need answers and, if we wish to make
our considerations of the historical and comparative questions about
myth most effective, that we should attend to them. However, because of

4. In effect, these evaluations relate directly to the two definitions that one finds
in the BDAG: the first to the negative use of the term, the second to its more neutral
use as story or figurative language. They also inform the question that is behind the
dichotomy of myth/logos or myth/history. If one insists on the dichotomy, then his-
tory is valued over myth and questions arise over how the NT should be interpreted as
history. Alternatively, if one allows that myths do contain truth or truths, the questions
then involve the nature of these truths, how are they expressed, and how can they be
discerned. In this regard, the question of how myth is true is part of the larger ques-
tion involved with determining how literature or figurative speech such as metaphor
or poetry can be true. For evaluations of the myth/logos dichotomy see the analyses of
Lincoln 1999 and Veyne 1983.
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the complexity of the questions, attention to them alone would preclude
any discussion of the historical and comparative issues. Nevertheless, it
appears to me that a preliminary step in this direction could be taken.
Thus, in this paper, while I will not answer the hermeneutical questions, I
will try to clear the underbrush from the field so that we can start to frame
them more acutely and so that they will be part of our historical conversa-
tions. To do this I will compare and contrast essays by four authors whose
work addresses the role of myth in interpreting biblical texts. Two are from
the 1950s and 1960s and two from the 1990s. I have chosen them because
they present different understandings of myth and its relationship to the
biblical materials and because they are all interested in the questions of
how myth creates truth and meaning for its different audiences.

RupOLF BULTMANN: RECASTING MYTH

If any essay on the Bible and myth can serve as a baseline for orientation,
Bultmann’s (in)famous, “New Testament and Mythology: The Problem of
Demythologizing the New Testament Proclamation,” is a most likely can-
didate.> Not only does Bultmann describe the issues in precise manners
and suggest a program for evaluation of myth in this piece, in one form or
fashion all subsequent treatments of the topic are responses, either directly
or indirectly, to the polarities found in his discussions.®

5. Remarkably, this essay was initially addressed to pastors of the German Con-
fessing Church during a conference held in 1941. The essay was originally published
as “Neues Testament und Mythologie: Das Problem der Entmythologisierung der
neutestamentlichen Verkiindigung,” in the volume Offenbarung und Heilsgeschehen
(Bultmann 1941). It is now part of a collection of Bultmann’s writings by Schubert
Ogden (Bultmann 1984a).

6. From its publication it has created significant responses, both positive and neg-
ative, and it remains catalytic. In fact, Schubert Ogden has referred to it “as perhaps
the single most discussed and controversial theological writing of the [20th] century”
(in Bultmann 1984a, vii). Bultmann is charged with being too radical in the treatment
of myth, not radical enough, too conservative in his program of demythologizing,
and too far reaching. The various responses, from the left and the right, along with
Bultmann’s replies can be found in Bartsch 1962-1964 and in the treatments of Bult-
mann’s demythologizing program by John Macquarrie (1955, 1961). Solid and criti-
cal analyses of these responses and replies include Ogden 1961; Johnson 1974; and
Painter 1987.
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Bultmann is not interested in myth study for its own sake, but as it
applies to contemporary interpretation of the New Testament. Thus he
does not provide a “once for all” definition of myth, but supplies a specific
definition pertinent to exploring its role in the New Testament. He states:

Thus, myth is spoken of here in the sense in which it is understood
by research in the history of religions. That mode of representation is
mythology in which what is unworldly and divine appears as what is
worldly and human or what is transcendent appears as what is imma-
nent, as when, for example, God’s transcendence is thought of as spatial
distance. Mythology is a mode of representation in consequence of which
cult is understood as action in which nonmaterial forces are mediated by
material means. “Myth” is not used here, then, in that modern sense in
which it means nothing more than ideology. (1984a, 10 n. 5)

Elsewhere he notes that myth is

the report of an occurrence or an event in which supernatural, superhu-
man forces of persons are at work (which explains why it is often defined
simply as the history of the gods). Mythical thinking is the opposite of
scientific thinking. It refers certain phenomena and events to the super-
natural, “divine” powers, whether these are thought of dynamistically or
animistically or are represented as personal spirits or gods. It thus sepa-
rates off certain phenomena and events as well as certain domains from
the things and occurrences of the world that are familiar and that can be
grasped and controlled. (Bultmann 1984b, 95)

Bultmann understands the entire New Testament to be mythological: its
world pictured as a three-story universe, its depiction of heavenly and
demonic beings, its sense that the human being is under the sway of unseen
powers, and so on, up to and including the presentation of the salvation
occurrence as a form of blood atonement. Thus expressions like “God sent
his Son” “when the time had fully come,” terms such as “Lord” and “King,”
and the idea that the resurrection of Jesus was the beginning of a cosmic
catastrophe that would reverse the course of death in the world exemplify
the corresponding mythological language of such a world picture.
Inasmuch as such talk is mythological, he argues, it is also “incredible
to men and women today because for them the mythical world picture
is a thing of the past” (Bultmann 1984a, 2-3). World pictures are situ-
ated within historical contexts, and “no one can appropriate a world pic-
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ture by sheer resolve, since it is already given” (3). Further, although an
individual’s worldview is not “unalterable;,” Bultmann points out that “it
is impossible to repristinate a past world picture by sheer resolve, espe-
cially a mythological world picture, now that all our thinking is irrevocably
informed by science” (3). Any satisfaction of a demand to adopt this past
world picture would require

a forced sacrificim intellectus, and any of us who would make it would
be peculiarly split and untruthful. For we would affirm for our faith or
religion a world picture that our life otherwise denied. Criticism of the
New Testament is simply a given with modern thinking as it has come to
us through our history. (1984a, 3-4)

Thus, for Bultmann, the question that confronts contemporary Christian-
ity is whether acknowledgment of this ancient world picture is requisite to
faith (3).

It is clear that Bultmann begins with the conviction that the message
of the New Testament is true; however, he also holds that the manner in
which this message is expressed in the New Testament—specifically its
mythic form and worldview—is incomprehensible to the modern mind.
Thus demythologizing is not driven so much by historical issues as by
interpretive ones. Initially this can be seen from the recognition of the
“simple fact that Christ’s parousia did not take place immediately as the
New Testament expected it to, but that world history continues and—as
every competent judge is convinced—will continue” (Bultmann 1984a,
5). More importantly, however, is that the modern person does not con-
ceive of him- or herself as a divided entity susceptible to alien powers that
invade our inner beings. Thus appropriating a message that suggests oth-
erwise requires interpretation.

It should be stated that Bultmann is not interested in accommodat-
ing the New Testament message to modern constructions of truth. Rather
he believes that the biblical message is a fundamental challenge to these
constructions and that it should be heard in its own right.” His concern,

7. In his response to Karl Jaspers, Bultmann makes clear that his intent is not to
“salvage faith ... in the face of scientific insights” or to make religion acceptable to
modern sensibilities, but to “make clearer to modern man what the Christian faith is,”
and to point out that “the stumbling-block to faith, the skdndalon, is peculiarly dis-
turbing to man in general, not only to modern man” (Bartsch 1962-1964, 2:182-83).
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however, is that the New Testaments mythic forms deflect the modern
listener from hearing that challenge and, as a result, it is never recognized
or encountered. Thus the primary task for a New Testament interpreter is
to produce a reinterpretation of the incidental expressions of these truths
so that the message they contain can be experienced by modern listeners
(Bultmann 1958, 9). According to Bultmann, if the New Testament is to be
heard clearly and correctly, it must undergo a total and radical interpreta-
tion of all of its myths and mythic structures, including its presentation
of the salvific events themselves. This consistent reinterpretation, which
Bultmann calls “demythologizing” (Entmythologierung), is, in this regard,
thoroughly hermeneutical.®

The heart of the issue is that since ancient myth is no longer self-
evidently understood as myth, when it depicts the activity of God as this
worldly activity, then the transcendence of God is eliminated and the fun-
damental tenet of God’s nature and existence is compromised. As a result,
the New Testament message must be demythologized, it must undergo a
process of interpretation that

seeks to bring out the real intention of myth, namely its intention to talk
about human existence as grounded in and limited by a transcendent,
unworldly power, which is not visible to objectifying thinking. Thus,
negatively, demythologizing is criticism of the mythical picture insofar
as it conceals the real intention of myth. Positively, demythologizing is
an existentialist interpretation, in that it makes clear the intention of
myth to talk about human existence. (Bultmann 1984b, 99)

When one asks how this reinterpretation should take place, Bultmann is
careful to argue that it is not by means of other myths. Since the funda-
mental issue with the mythical pictures is their objectification of the tran-
scendent and subsequently their obfuscation of their fundamental intent
to reveal the human situation, no form of interpretation that repeats this

The point of the interpretation is not to make the gospel message palatable to mod-
erns, but to enable them to be encountered by its message of judgment.

8. “The decisive question, therefore, is whether precisely this salvation event [the
proclamation of the decisive act of God in Christ] which is presented in the New
Testament as a mythical occurrence, or whether the person of Jesus, which is viewed
in the New Testament as a mythical person, is nothing but mythology. Can there be a
demythologizing interpretation that discloses the truth of the keryma as kerygma for
those who do not think mythologically?” (Bultmann 1984a, 14).
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error is allowable. This requires Bultmann to supply a nonmythic form of
interpretation that will provide the point of the myths and will be true to
their intent. At the same time, while it must avoid this interpretive diffi-
culty, the form of interpretation also must express the fundamental scan-
dal of the myth’s intent.” This he accomplishes by recourse to an existential
analysis of the myths. This is done not because Bultmann insists on adopt-
ing existential philosophy in order to interpret the New Testament myths,
but because the intent of the myths is consonant with the goals of that
philosophy, namely, what it means for the human being to exist properly.!

For Bultmann, this is an essential element of interpreting the New
Testament because only in this way can the New Testament’s claims upon
human beings be understood and heard. The scandal of the New Testa-
ment “lies in the fact that God’s word calls us out of all our anxiety as well
as all out self-contrived security to God, and thereby to our own authentic
existence, to freedom from the world that we take possession of by the
objectifying thinking of science in such a way that we thereby give it power
over us” (Bultmann 1984b, 102). Confronted by this message, the hearer is
called to the surrender of self-security, which

can be laid hold of only by a “nevertheless” over against the world; for
neither God nor God’s act can be visible in a world that constantly seeks
its own security and therefore deprives all that it encounters of any
existential reference by its objectifying way of viewing things. All myth-
ological talk about God can only serve to conceal this “nevertheless”
Demythologizing as existentialist interpretation seeks to make clear the

9. “When the revelation is truly understood as God’s revelation, it is no longer
a communication of teachings, nor of ethical or historical and philosophical truths,
but God speaking directly to me, assigning me each time to the place that is allotted
me before God, i.e. summoning me in my humanity, which is null without God, and
which is open to God only in the recognization of its nullity” (Bartsch 1962-1964,
2:192).

10. As he notes in a reply to his critics, there is no one final philosophy. “The
‘right’ philosophy is simply one which has worked out an appropriate terminology for
the understanding of existence, an understanding involved in human existence itself.
Hence it does not pose the problem of existence as an existential question, but asks in
existential analysis about the meaning of existence in the abstract: for it is aware that
the existential problem can be answered only in existence itself” (Bartsch 1962-1964,
1:193). It is the compatibility of this question with the question that the New Testa-
ment poses to its hearers that suggests existential analysis as an appropriate way to
recast biblical myths.
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character of scripture as personal address and thereby also to clarify the
“nevertheless” that essentially belongs to faith. (1984b, 102)

For our purposes it is enough to stop here and assess Bultmann’s defini-
tion of myth, his understanding of its validity, and his sense of the human
condition. Fundamentally myth is a form of narration that depicts the
transcendent as imminent, and this Bultmann finds objectionable on
theological grounds. Because the mythic story implies that “God” is an
actor within nature, this suggests that God is not sovereign over nature. If
this is the case, then God is reduced to an actor within the course of the
universe, and cannot be its creator. Thus for Bultmann the myths of the
New Testament, left uninterpreted, produce a false understanding of God
and the God-human relationship. However, if they are rightly interpreted,
that is, in terms of the meaning of human existence, then the myths do
have validity, primarily because they express the truth of human limit
and finitude. When rightly interpreted they challenge the assumption
that humans are capable of establishing their own freedom and security.
The myths are therefore an affront to the modern mind, but not because
of their form and imagery; rather through a radical demythologizing we
can recognize that the affront is due to their exposure of human finitude.
That is, myth is valid in that it clarifies that human beings are radically
dependent for their existence on something beyond their own capaci-
ties. Thus myth has a function in a negative sense. It demonstrates that
human reason and actions cannot exhaust or fully understand reality. In
a positive sense, it places humans in the position of accepting this reality
and thus enabling them to see themselves in relationship with something
beyond their own limits.

Thus Bultmann recasts myth rather than rejects it. He argues that
rightly interpreted it does contain truth, and that truth is a viable form of
existence even though it is at odds with contemporary human construc-
tions of truth.

THOMAS ALTIZER: REFASHIONING MYTH

Akin to Bultmann is Thomas Altizer, who also recognizes a dichotomy
between ancient religious ideation and modern world constructions. The
goal of Altizer’s essay “The Religious Meaning of Myth and Symbol” is “to
demonstrate that the meaning which is manifest in the religious symbol
in our contemporary situation—as expressed in contemporary thought,
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sensibility, and religious scholarship—is in radical discontinuity with the
symbolic meaning which is the product of man’s life in the world, of his
life in being” (Altizer 1962, 90). Thus, although Altizer shares Bultmann’s
convictions about the fundamental mythological nature of the bibli-
cal material and Bultmann’s sense of the incompatibility of the biblical
worldviews with those of modern sensibilities, unlike Bultmann, Altizer
does not seek to recast the biblical myths, but to reject them as viable
modes of understanding.

Altizer conceives of three types of religious myths: those that arise (1)
from archaic religions, (2) from mystical religion, and (3) from prophetic-
eschatological religions. He argues that the myths of archaic religions are
utterly foreign to us because in archaic society (preliterate society) human
beings conceived of themselves in fundamental harmony with the cosmos
and with the sacred. Myths were expressions of this sense of the har-
monious relationships among the self, its surroundings, and the sacred.
However, in contrast to the sensibilities of the archaic/preliterate society,
modern societies—due to their experience of individual concreteness and
historical existence and their goal of autonomous freedom—know noth-
ing of this harmony but only a sense of alienation from their surroundings.
Hence the archaic myths are, a priori, incomprehensible to the modern
person by the sheer fact that he or she is a “modern person.”

In contrast, the modern person’s commitment to rational thinking
(i.e., nonmystical thinking) also dissolves the openness to romantic and
mystical forms of myth (Altizer’s second type of religious myth). Situated
in the particularities of concreteness and historical existence, rational con-
ceptions of cause and effect and human agency are a necessity, but they
also necessarily preclude a seamless harmony between the human, nature,
and the sacred. Because the modern person “has chosen the goal of auton-
omous freedom; and this freedom can only be reached by means of dis-
solution or negation of the sacred and the transcendent,” the harmonious
reality between the human, the cosmos, and the sacred to which archaic
myth refers can never be experienced as “real” by modern consciousness
(Altizer 1962, 91-92).

Altizer notes that in the eighth to the fourth centuries B.C.E., archaic
myth was fundamentally altered by “the dawn of philosophy and of a
higher aesthetic consciousness in Greece, the prophetic reformations of
Palestine and Persia, and the birth of philosophy and a series of religious
movements in India and China” (1962, 97). These cultural phenomena
share three points in common: (1) an expectation of the immediate end of
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the world, whether as transformation, reversal, or dissolution; (2) a sub-
ordination of mythical visions of “the end” to a radical form of obedience
that arises out of a response to “the end”; and (3) they “call their followers
out of their lives in history, and into a new interior reality of faith” (105).
The upshot is that the “ultimate foundation of both mysticism and escha-
tology is a radically new participation in the sacred Reality which demands
a dissolution or reversal of the reality of the world” (105). But this altered
construction of archaic myth is also impossible for the modern human,
because its world negation is in fundamental conflict with the goals of the
modern “Faustian” human being.

The modern person is committed to concreteness and a sense of his-
torical here and now. This is, in effect, an eclipse of the conception of
sacred time and space. That is, the transcendent reality is negated in light
of historical existence. Moreover, the quest of the modern man or woman
is autonomy in every aspect of life. This self-freedom can be achieved only
by negation of the sacred claim of transcendence, and since the myths of
the higher religions insist on a negation of the concrete historical world
that modern humans inhabit, the two are fundamentally contradictory.
Consequently, “myth can in no authentic sense embody what the modern
consciousness recognizes as truth,” and “modern man is doomed to live
in an a-mythical world” (Altizer 1962, 91). It is important to note that the
clash here is not one of cognition. It is not simply that the modern person
cannot make sense of the ancient mode of myth, but that the modern per-
son’s very mode of existing in the world is incompatible with the ancient
world-denying perspectives of the versions of the myths such as those
found in the Bible. Thus, when Altizer and Bultmann argue that these
myths are incomprehensible to the modern person, they are not making
this claim on an intellectual level alone—it is an existential difference. For
Bultmann the gap is significant, but it can be bridged by means of inter-
pretation. For Altizer it cannot be overcome, so the ancient biblical myths
must be reckoned by means of opposition (Altizer 1962, 91-93).

Altizer rejects both the archaic myths and those of the higher reli-
gions, albeit for different reasons. In the first instance the gap between how
archaic society understood itself in relation to its surrounding realities and
how the modern person conceives of his or her relationship to the external
world is so broad that it cannot be surmounted. Thus myth cannot func-
tion for the modern person the way that it did for the ancients. On the
other hand, Altizer’s rejection of the myths of higher religion is a matter
not so much of function as content. The ultimate goal of those myths (i.e.,
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to demonstrate the continuum of seen and unseen realties to which the
human belongs and is subject) is fundamentally antithetical to the modern
human’s sense of freedom and autonomy in and from this world. Thus the
ancient myths are to be rejected in terms of what they state, not simply for
how they state it.

However, surprisingly enough, Altizer does not reject myth in and of
itself. He grants that even for the modern person myth has a role in the
production of meaning. However, unlike with previous constructions and
uses of myth, this role is not in producing metaphysical truth or in dis-
cerning its presence from beyond, but in coping with the vagaries of pres-
ent existence. For Altizer the modern person must construct his or her
own myths from the profane, from this world and this reality. These myths
do not function because they reveal truth or because they have some spe-
cial mode of meaning. Altizer allows that the biblical myths can provoke
thought; they are capable of pointing us to relevant phenomena, but they
do not contain truths—they allow us to create them. In this sense, one
looks to the biblical materials for inspiration in the creation of new myths
suited to the conditions that face and create the modern person. If I have
understood him, these myths are a means of producing pragmatic truths;
they reflect some deeper metaphysical reality or truth. That is, their value
is in provoking our thought, not in reflecting the thoughts or verities of
some supernatural being. Thus, for truth the modern human cannot look
elsewhere, but must take responsibility upon him- or herself.!! Thus the
message of the New Testament does not so much confront the modern
person as prompt him or her to thought.

11. In this regard myth, according to Altizer, functions in the same manner that
Donald Davidson allows for metaphor. One need only substitute the term myth where
Davidson uses metaphor in the following quotation to grasp his intent. “We must give
up the idea that metaphor carries a message, that it has a content of meaning (except,
of course, its literal meaning). The various theories we have been considering mis-
take their goal. Where they think they provide a method for deciphering an encoded
content, they actually tell us (or try to tell us) something about the effects metaphors
have on us. The common error is to fasten on the contents of the thoughts a metaphor
provokes and to read these contents into the metaphor itself. No doubt metaphors
often make us notice aspects of things we did not notice before: no doubt they bring
surprising analogies and similarities to our attention; they do provide a lens or lattice,
... through which we view relevant phenomena. The issues do not lie here but in the
question of how the metaphor is related to what it makes us see” (Davidson 1984, 261).
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CRrAIG EvaNs: REJECTION OF MYTH

It is rather apparent where Craig Evans’s sympathies lie from the title of
his article “Life-of-Jesus Research and the Eclipse of Mythology” (1993).12
Technically this is not a study of myth and the Bible since Evans is con-
vinced that, at least as far as research into the life of Jesus is concerned,
interpreters of the biblical material are in a “post-mythological era” (Evans
1993, 35). Evans distinguishes current “life-of-Jesus” research from previ-
ous inquiries, which he considers to have been nothing more “than three
consecutive stages in a single and rather coherent era. It was a mythologi-
cal era, the era whose agenda was all but dictated by the perceived problem
of mythology” (35). The first stage was characterized by a search for myth-
free history of Jesus, while the second and third stages, dominated as they
were by critical work of David Friedrich Strauss and Rudolf Bultmann,
were concerned not with the disposal of myth but with its interpretation.
“Today however;” Evans argues,

this is no longer the case; myth has ceased to be an item of importance.
In my judgment this has taken place primarily because the miracle tra-
dition is no longer the stumbling block that it once was. The scholarly
assumption now seems to be that a realistic, relatively myth-free his-
torical picture of Jesus, can, and does, emerge from the Gospels. What
makes today’s scholarship so different is that it does not find it necessary
to formulate a theology or hermeneutic that deals with myth. (1993, 36)

Evans makes his claims based on a “history of interpretation” of life-of-
Jesus research. According to Evans, previous Jesus research should be
considered as a period of scholarship when dogmatic skepticism punctu-
ated by salvage missions for historical nuggets of history held sway. Evans
asserts that the situation changed in the 1970s, when, “[i]n contrast to the
systemic skepticism that characterized much of German and North Amer-
ican scholarship, often a concomitant of assumptions about myths in the
Gospels, Jesus research in recent years has reflected a greater optimism

12. This article is based on Evans’s longer treatment of life-of-Jesus research
(1989). T have significantly different understandings of the means for research into
the life of Jesus and for its theological and epistemological underpinnings. However,
those differences are for another occasion. I cite Evans only as a representative of one
position with respect to myth and the Bible.
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that the Gospels can yield the data necessary for an intelligible reconstruc-
tion of the ministry of Jesus” (1993, 14).

Evans next presents five factors that are “involved in the demise of
mythology as a relevant issue in life-of-Jesus research” (1993, 14). First, in
contrast to the past, the New Testament Gospels are viewed as useful, “if
not essentially reliable, historical sources” (14). Second, mainline life-of-
Jesus research “is no longer driven by theological-philosophical concerns,
at least not overtly” (15-16). It is now characterized solely by a concern
for history. Third, miracles are now viewed as part of charismatic Judaism,
which means that the stories depicting these miracles were not the result
of later Hellenistic influence, but part of the Judaism in which Jesus lived
and with which he interacted. Fourth, “the miracle stories are now treated
seriously and are widely accepted by Jesus scholars as deriving from Jesus’
ministry” (19). Finally, “The fifth and final factor that I think has brought
about the eclipse of mythology is the realization that an accurate and help-
ful picture of the historical Jesus cannot emerge if the miracle tradition is
ignored or discarded” (33).

Evans’s approach is avowedly nontheological, nonhermeneutical,
nonphilosophical, and postmythological.!* However, when one reads
Evans’s essay carefully, it is clear that he, and those who share his perspec-
tive, cannot avoid philosophical presuppositions about knowledge, truth,
and history, or hermeneutics. However one wishes to cast the matter to be
“non-” something is still to participate in the issues that form the ques-
tions. Thus to be “nontheological” is still to adopt some theological posi-
tion. In this case, it is to affirm divine characteristics of Jesus’ being. More-
over, it is clear that Evans adopts a maximal approach to his understanding
of what can be known historically. Thus Evans’s real point is not about
myth, but about disagreement over the evidence one adduces to do history
(his first factor).

Further, the effect of this maximal approach is to move material (par-
ticularly reports of miracles) into the category of events available to his-
torical investigation (something Bultmann conceived to be a violation of
the miraculous by definition). Since Evans restricts the category of myth
to matters of miracle and so does not conceive of it as an overarching nar-

13. Whether this is actually the case is a question that more than a few critics have
raised, even Gerd Theissen, who considers himself one of the “life-of-Jesus” research-
ers (as will become evident below). Nevertheless, Evans presents an approach to myth
that some biblical interpreters have adopted.
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rative that interprets events, the worldview of Jesus or of his contempo-
raries is not considered mythical. The result of these two perspectives is to
reduce myth to minimal incidentals that can be discounted in the “life-of-
Jesus” research.

Finally, despite expanding its scope, Evans restricts history to the dis-
covery of events and data. This postpones or ignores the question of the
significance of this discovered data. However, if, as Evans claims, life-of-
Jesus researchers are interested not just in what Jesus did but what these
things “meant to his contemporaries,” then the question of interpretation
is part of the historian’s task. Moreover, a full and accurate account of who
Jesus was and what he did cannot be provided without an explanation
of what he thought these things represented. Once this is admitted, the
claims that the “life-of-Jesus research” is athelogical and aphilosophical
are inconsistent, and questions of myth, history, and philosophy must be
enjoined at this point. When this occurs, then even life-of-Jesus research-
ers operate in the realm of theology; to assess the validity of Jesus’ claims
is to enter into the realm of philosophy, truth, and ultimately the nature of
myth with regard to the Christian religion.

GERD THEISSEN: RECLAIMING MYTH

Gerd Theissen, who like Evansidentifies himselfas alife-of-Jesus researcher,
does not agree with Evans’s assessment of the role of myth or that research
into the life and work of Jesus can be conducted in a “postmythological
era” Indeed, he is clearly of the opposite opinion.'* Not only does myth
pervade the biblical materials; Jesus’ ministry and self-consciousness were
formed by the myths of his religious convictions as a Jew. Theissen insists
that primitive Christianity is a combination of myth and history, and one
will misunderstand the religion if one insists on dissolving the combina-
tion into one of its constituent parts. He further asserts that “everything
suggests that neither a myth which was historicized at a secondary stage
nor a history which was mythicized at a secondary stage stood at the centre
of primitive Christianity. At the beginning stood a unity in tension of both
history and myth” (Theissen 1999, 21-22).

Theissen’s overall project “seeks to describe in general religious catego-
ries the dynamic of primitive Christian belief which governs the whole of

14. My comments are based primarily on Theissen 1999; see also 1985.
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life. It seeks to make possible a twofold reading of this faith: a view from
inside and a view from outside—and above all to mediate between these
two perspectives” (1999, 1).

Based on Clifford Geertz’s understanding of religion as a cultural
system, Theissen posits that “[r]eligion is a cultural sign language which
promises a gain in life corresponding to an ultimate reality” (1999, 2). As a
cultural sign system religion has “three characteristics: religion has a semi-
otic, a systemic and a cultural character” (2). There are obviously numer-
ous sign systems that human beings use. The religious sign system is a
particular “combination of three forms of expression...: myth, rites and
ethics” (2-3).

Theissen suggests that there are three dimensions to myth: (1) “Myth
is a text: a narrative, the action of which is in a decisive time for the world,
in which numinous subjects (gods, angels and demons) transform (or will
transform) a fragile state of reality into a stable state” (2) Myth is func-
tional; that is, the narrative is a “legitimizing or utopian force which is the
basis for a form of social life or puts such a form in question (the latter is
the case with some eschatological myths).” (3) “Finally, myth is a mentality
or a thought structure,” which provides “another way of ordering the world
in forms of perception and interpreting it in categories. To this degree
myth is not opposed to the Logos, but a first form of the Logos.”®

In this last role, myth structures an opposition between the holy and
the profane in terms of space and time. Because it serves as an interpretive
framework and because it depicts another reality, myth also provides an
interpretive context for the religious person’s actions, both those of ritual
and everyday activity.

When Theissen turns to the specific nature of this mythical narrative,
we see a significant difference from Bultmann. Rather than look to exis-
tentialist understandings of humans in their world, Theissen turns to the
conception of cultural evolution. On the analogy with biological evolution,
Theissen posits that humanity ever undergoes transformation. In place of
biology’s genes, Theissen offers cultural memes; and in place of genetic
mutation he suggests the rare appearance of particularly aberrant inter-
preters. This is how Jesus enters into the world as a radical transformer
of his culture. Because of its historicizing activity both the preaching of
Jesus and the later proclamation of the early church radically transform

15. All quotations from Theissen 1999, 325 n. 5.
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the myths of Judaism in which Christianity has its cultural roots and heri-
tage into a new “evolved” form.

In effect, the impulses within the myths of Judaism are intensified
in the myths of Christianity. Starting with the two basic axioms of Juda-
ism, monotheism and covenantal nomism, Christianity transforms the
mythical expressions of those axioms into its own mythical expression.
Thus, for example, Christianity “believes in the one and only God who has
bound himself to a single people in his covenant. But with monotheism it
combines belief in a redeemer, through which this tie to a single people
is extended to all peoples” (Theissen 1999, 290). At a structural level the
myth of Judaism is reconfigured. “What is decisive here is that in the depth
structure of its convictions, primitive Christianity largely participates in
convictions of Judaism. The difference from Judaism lies at this level above
all in the christocentric reorganization of the images, motifs, narratives
and sign elements which the two religions share” (291).

The dynamic of myth on the structural level means that the truth of
the myth is not distilled from its individual sentences by reinterpretation.
Rather, it is found in the grammar of the Christian myths that allow par-
ticular and new sentences of truth to be constructed. That is, Christianity
and its myths create a form of coherent truth. This also allows the mecha-
nism to transcend temporal and notional gaps. The grammatical nature
of the myths coupled with Christianity’s adaptive evolutionary nature
allowed the religion to constantly morph into new formations.

It is just this grammatical capacity that allows the ancient myth to be
appropriated into a modern context. One need not reinterpret the myth,
but use the grammar of the myth to construct sentences compatible with
others that arose from the mythic grammar. Because, according to Theis-
sen, “It is not so much the content of the statements of religion which create
plausibility as the network of basic axioms and basic motifs which form its
grammar” (1999, 292-93). In other words, the viability of the Christian
myth is not found in any of its particular axioms, but in the manner by
which they are arranged into with respect to one another.

The plausibility of these new expressions is grounded in their corre-
spondence to the world, to people’s experiences, and to their relationships
with other people. Theissen gives an example with a brief discussion of the
Christ hymn found in Philippians. He notes that we have no evidence to
substantiate the individual statements of the hymn. “Was there a divine
being who descended from his pre-existence in order to be exalted to the
name above all names? The first Christians could not verify or falsify such
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statements any more than we can. They are poetry of the holy. But it is
meaningful to ask whether the axiom of change of position contained in
the poetry corresponds to reality—and also an ultimate reality” (Theissen
1999, 293). Theissen argues that this axiom and the others of Christianity
remain a plausible means for construction and inhabitation of our world.
Thus the myths remain true as means for constructing meaning and mean-
ingful existence. However, it is also clear that Theissen has reinterpreted
the myth in order to distill its truth. But this time it is a truth discerned at
the poetic, interpretive level.

Here one sees a departure from Evans’s reading of myth and history
and a position closer to Altizer’s sense of the dynamic function of myth.
However, unlike Altizer, Theissen does not reject the ancient content but
retains it. Theissen realizes that he has made a case only for the plausibility
of the myths, not for their ultimate truth status. Thus at the end of his book
he notes that his theory of primitive Christianity can only make a case for
the viability of the Christian myths, it cannot establish them as true. As to
the question of their truth, Theissen notes that “any answer has an element
of confession—i.e. it is governed by a confession of a theological, an anti-
theological or an agnostic kind” (1999, 306).

CONCLUSION

In the end, it is clear that all four of these authors must consider the role of
myth in their constructions of religious thought and human understand-
ing. Their means of treating myth is a combination of their respective defi-
nitions, their evaluations of the validity of myth as a conveyor of truth,
and their conceptions of the human condition in the modern/postmodern
social structures we inhabit.

For Evans the topic is diversionary and leads researchers down
unfruitful paths. Thus he rejects the investigations into myth. He is con-
vinced that the era of mythological concerns for New Testament research-
ers, at least those concerned with the life of Jesus, is past. Personally I
think that this is unlikely and that Evans’s position is due to his limited
notion of myth and his sense that theological questions can be answered
on historical grounds. Moroever, if, as Theissen and Bultmann argue,
Jesus was fully informed by the mythic structures of Jewish thought and
belief, then not even life-of-Jesus researchers can ignore this topic. If they
do, they will not do justice to the object of their inquiry or to the nature
of his teaching and actions.
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Altizer also rejects myth as a viable option for the modern person,
but not myth per se. Rather he rejects the possibility that the archaic and
biblical myths can be meaningful to modern people. This is not because
the myths are unrecognizable, but because the integrated worldviews of
the ancients are no longer possible for people of modern sensibilities. Fur-
ther, Altizer also argues that the world-negating myths of the early Chris-
tian religion is fundamentally at odds with the world-affirming project of
modern humans. Thus the one who wishes to understand these myths is
faced with a crisis. To accept them as true is to deny one’s present exis-
tence and essential commitments. Likewise, to be true to one’s social and
cognitive-existential makeup the myths of the “higher religions” must be
sacrificed. Myth, at least these myths, are an impossibility.

Bultmann also notes the significant clash between the modern-day
human being and the myths of the New Testament, and he is in agreement
with Altizer that this clash produces a crisis for those who encounter the
real content of the New Testament myths. However, it is just this crisis that
Bultmann believes is necessary. Then the real crisis that the myths intend
to provoke is revealed. The human being who is encountered by the myth
recognizes the limits of his or her own finitude and the futility of striving
for security. Thus, for Bultmann, incompatibility of thought worlds or the
project of humanity is not a reason to reject myth.

Finally, Theissen argues that myth should be reclaimed. He is of the
opinion that this is necessary because some forms of truth cannot be
expressed without narrative or figurative expression. Hence Bultmann’s
form of interpretation would be unacceptable to him because it is necessar-
ily derivative and reductionist. At the same time, Theissen is also convinced
that the ancient myths of primitive Christian religion should be recast (to
use his term, remythologized) with other mythic structures, and he proposes
the notion of the transition from biological to cultural evolutionary devel-
opment. Notably Theissens solutions tend always to be both/ands rather
than Bultmann’s and Altizer’s either/ors. It is not clear to me that Theissen’s
position is really logically viable or consistent. Despite his claims for com-
patibility, he simply may be postponing the contrasts that the others see.

My review of these authors raises numerous questions that we might
consider as this seminar continues to meet. I suggest four here.

1. In relationship to the Bible, what is the relationship of myth to his-
tory, myth to logos, or myth to truth? When one realizes that this ques-
tion can be addressed on philosophical, literary, and historical grounds, it
becomes even more complicated.
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2. Are the myths of Judaism and Christianity fundamentally at odds
with modern constructions of reality (as Altizer argues), or is there a cor-
relation that can be found (as Theissen suggests)?

3. Whether defined theologically or epistemologically, does myth
point to truths that cannot be expressed rationally, or is myth a misleading
form of narrative that should be restricted to ornamentation or entertain-
ment? Or should we avoid these categories entirely and consider only how
myth functions to provoke thought and imagination?

4. What, if any, are the ethical injunctions that apply to interpreters
when myth is studied not simply in its own right but in relationship to
the Bible?

I have suggested that a case can be made for these questions on episte-
mological, historical, and theological grounds. It also seems to me that we
should consider them on moral grounds. The above discussion has shown
that the matter of myth as truth or falsity plays a role in every deliberation
that involves biblical materials. The question of myth and the Bible is not
simply restricted to “myths” in the Bible, or the Bible as myth, but also
includes how we conceive of the myth of our scholarship, as this epithet
from Bruce Lincoln suggests: “If myth is ideology in narrative form, then
scholarship is myth with footnotes” (1999, 209).

Although one could consider the term Bible simply as a collection of
texts contained in particular volume, for large numbers of people the term
has a larger connotation. This means that the issue of truth will arise for
these readers as much as it does for those who use the term Bible descrip-
tively. Thus we have some moral obligation to consider our own under-
standings of myth and truth as we investigate these ancient texts in rela-
tionship to the Bible.

In the epilogue to Theorizing Myth: Narrative, Ideology, and Scholar-
ship, Lincoln also notes two seminal moments in the history of myth anal-
ysis and construction and sounds one particular note of caution for those
who would attempt to interpret myth. The first occurred when, through
his contrast between myth and logos, “Plato stigmatized the category [of
myth]” as the sphere of the “juvenile and the irrational; the second when
[Johan Gottfried] Herder recuperated it, marking it as primordial and
authentic” (1999, 209). These two conceptions of myth, the realm of the
false and the means of expressing “real truth” that exists beyond the limits
of reason, remain in tension with one another and continue to dominate
our understandings of myth and how we analyze it, as the entry from
BDAG has shown.
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Try as we might to avoid them, these two definitions continue to arise
and to fight with one another. We are ourselves caught in this fight, and it
is in trying to end it, or at least to create some form of détente, that we are
most vulnerable to the incursion of bias and self-serving ideologies. Hence
attending to how we understand the Bible to be mythic is more than an
exercise for the academy—it has consequences for the communities that
adhere to and are formed by these myths. There is an obligation for us to
consider this in our deliberations, as much, if not more, than our philo-
sophical, theological, and historical concerns. No attempt to construct the
fundaments of myth or to interpret them escapes from this reality, and
one of the myths that we inhabit (in both senses of the term) is that, as
interpreters of myths, we can escape reading without including communal
and individual interests. It may just be that attention to these factors of
how we determine truths and validity will be that element that will help us
explain our relationship of those studies that preceded ours and those that
will surely come after.
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“Gop Was IN CHRIST:
2 CORINTHIANS 5:19 AND MYTHIC LANGUAGE

Luke Timothy Johnson

Without question, 2 Corinthians is the hardest of Paul’s letters to read and
understand. This is partly due to the complex character of its composition:
even if we do not accept its segmentation into several fragments,! the logos
rhetoric, especially in its arrangement, remains opaque.? Paul’s extraordi-
narily dense language intertwines the specific circumstances of Paul and
his readers with the work of God in Christ. Readers have always found it
difficult to discern precisely where Paul speaks to the very human situa-
tion of alienation existing between him and the Corinthian church and the
very concrete project of his collection for the saints in Jerusalem, on the
one hand, and on the other, where he speaks of God’s reconciliation of the
world through Christ.

Two recent Emory dissertations have revealed just how intricate
are those connections. In The Character of Jesus: The Linchpin to Pauls
Argument in 2 Corinthians (2003; see now Stegman 2005), Thomas Steg-
man analyzes the letter from the perspective of ethos argumentation, and
finds that Paul challenges his readers to display the same character as that
shown by Jesus and, Paul is confident, found in himself as well. As Jesus
showed obedient faith toward God in his human condition, so are Chris-
tians, filled with the power of the Spirit, to demonstrate the same disposi-
tion of obedient faith. Similarly, in Snatched into Paradise (2 Corinthians
12:1-10): Paul’s Heavenly Journey in the Context of Early Christian Experi-
ence (2008; see now Wallace 2011), James Buchanan Wallace shows how
Paul’s account of his ascent to heaven is continuous with the way he speaks

1. For representative positions, see Betz 1985; Bates 1965/1966; DeSilva 1993;
Furnish 1984, 30-48.
2. See, e.g., Witherington 1994.
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elsewhere about both his own religious experience and the experiences of
God’s power shared by his readers. These recent studies confirm the obser-
vation that in this letter Paul stretches the capacity of language by the way
in which he confidently merges rather than distinguishes the realms of the
human and the divine.

Indeed, the greatest difficulty in reading the Greek of 2 Corinthians
is due precisely to such interconnections of divine and human persons
and powers; in this letter it is impossible to avoid the conclusion that Paul’s
language about himself and his readers, God and Christ, is mythic. For the
purpose of this essay, I define myth as first-order statements, often but not
necessarily in the form of narrative, that place human and divine persons
in situations of mutual agency.> Because human agency is involved, such
statements can appear to be talking about the empirical world that we all
recognize. But because divine agency is also, perhaps primarily, involved,
such statements are also impervious to empirical verification.

In this short paper, I begin by affirming the thoroughly mythic charac-
ter of the statement in 2 Cor 5:19 that sets the theme for the paper. I then
place this statement within its immediate literary context of 2 Corinthians,
with the specific interest in teasing out the connections among experi-
ence, perception, and claim in Paul’s argument. Next, I offer by way of
analogy some contemporary experience-based claims that both resemble
and differ from Paul’s mythic language. In the process, I suggest that the
truth claims of mythic statements can in fact be tested—at least in part—
through assessment of the experience and of the symbolic world within
which they make sense. In all this, I write as someone who celebrates rather
than deprecates mythic language, who is in fact convinced that without
such mythic language, Christians—indeed all religious people—could not
express what they consider most true about their lives.

3. The definition of myth is a classic battleground where several scholarly fields—
including classics, history, religion, philosophy, and anthropology—stake out posi-
tions. For a sample of discussions, see Sebeok 1955; Murray 1960; Kirk 1970; Schremp
and Hansen 2002. Given the variety of definitions abroad, the best bet is to make one’s
own definition and apply it consistently.

4. T have made this argument in a variety of places, including Johnson 1999b;
1996; 1999a.
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THE MyYTHIC CHARACTER OF 5:19

My essay cannot give adequate attention to all the exegetical problems
that—characteristic for 2 Corinthians—this verse poses. But I can at least
indicate what they are.

1. It appears to repeat and expand the verse immediately preceding it:
5:18, ta de panta ek tou theou tou katallaxantos hémas heauto dia Christou
kai dontos hémin tén diakonian tés katallages (“all things are from God
who has reconciled us to himself through Christ and has given us the min-
istry of reconciliation”); in turn, 5:19, hos hoti theos én en Christéo kosmon
katallasson heauto, mé logizomenos autois ta paraptomata auton kai theme-
nos en hemin ton logon tés katallages, which I translate as: “that is, God was
in Christ reconciling a world to himself, by not reckoning against them
their sins, and by placing among us the message of reconciliation.” Despite
their resemblance and interconnectedness, the clauses are not identical. In
5:18 God reconciled “us,” and in 5:19 “a world;” in 5:18 such reconcilia-
tion is clearly through the instrumentality of Christ (dia christou), whereas
in 5:19 the en Christo is more ambiguous. The statement concerning the
entrusting of reconciliation “to us” is in the first case a diakonia and in
the second a logos. And the clause “by not reckoning against them their
sins” in 5:19 expands (and presumably explicates) the process of reconcil-
ing “world” or “us”

2. The precise meaning and function of the connective hos hoti in 5:19
is unclear. Most commentators agree that it does not, as in 2 Cor 11:21
or 2 Thess 2:2, suggest something not the case (“as though”),> but some
think that it may bear some of the sense of those passages by referring to
something written or at least traditional, so that Paul in the second clause
appeals to what his readers have already been taught (Furnish paraphrases,
“as it is said”).6

3. Most difficult are the participles and prepositional phrases. Should
theos én en christo katallasson be read as an imperfect, and the preposition
as locative (“God was in Christ”), or should the prepositional phrase be
read as instrumental, with the imperfect as part of a periphrastic participle:
“was reconciling”? In the first instance, God appears to be “in Christ” at

5.2 Cor 11:21 reads, kata atimian lego, hos hoti hemeis ésthenékamen; 2 Thess 2:2
has: hos hoti enestéken hé hemera tou kyriou.
6. See the discussion in Furnish 1984, 317-18.
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least analogously to the way someone is “in Christ” in 5:17;7 in the second,
“in Christ” simply provides a stylistic variation on dia christou in 5:18.
Also unclear is the precise syntactical function of the other participles that
I have translated instrumentally: “by” not counting trespasses and “by”
entrusting the message of reconciliation. 8

The main point I want to make about these interpretive difficulties,
however, is that their resolution one way or another does not fundamen-
tally alter the mythic character of both statements. Whether theos is “in
Christ” in alocative (ontological) sense or achieves reconciliation “through
Christ,” God is still the subject of a narrative fragment concerning the past,
and kosmos is an object of such generality as to be intrinsically nonverifi-
able. The same can be said of the designation “Christ”: Paul’s statement is
set in the past tense (aorist and imperfect) and logically must refer to the
historical figure Jesus of Nazareth, but the term Christos, like the instru-
mentality ascribed to him as the agent of God’s action, lacks any histori-
cal specificity; it is unattached to any specific action, or even any specific
character disposition. As for the verbs “reconciling” and “reckoning” and
“giving”/“entrusting,” they also are too broad and nonspecific to be placed
within the realm of empirically verifiable history.

The most specific elements in the statements are the “we” and “they;”
who presumably stand for “world” and have been reconciled through
the nonreckoning of their transgressions, and to whom the ministry or
word concerning reconciliation has been entrusted. The statement, “God
through Christ was reconciling the world to himself;” is just as mythic as
“God was in Christ as he reconciled the world to himself™; it is a narrative
fragment that speaks of God’s agency within the realm of human activity.

PAUL’S LANGUAGE IN 5:1-21
The character of Paul’s statements in the immediate context of 2 Cor 5:19

might help us begin to discern the distinctive combination of elements
that constitute Paul’s mythic language.

7. “If anyone is in Christ, a new creation” (ei tis en christo, kainé ktisis).

8. Furnish (1984, 306), for example, translates “not charging their trespasses to
them” in flat apposition to “reconciling the world to himself,” and makes the second
participle into a discrete statement, “and he has established among us the word of
reconciliation.”
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1. Some fourteen statements have humans as their subject and refer
entirely to human actions and dispositions at the empirical plane, most of
them in the first-person plural: we “are groaning” (5:2), “longing” (5:2),
“burdened and groaning” (5:4), “bold” (5:6), “walk by faith” (5:7), “ambi-
tious to be pleasing” (5:9), “persuade” (5:11), “not commending ourselves”
(5:12), “we are ecstatic” and “we are sober” (5:13), “we are ambassadors”
(5:20), “we make appeal (5:20), “we beg” (5:20). In addition to these “we
statements,” there is one in the first person, “I hope that” (5:12), and one
in the third person, “those who boast in appearance” (5:12). In such state-
ments, agency belongs to Paul, his associates, and his rivals, although Paul
asserts that this activity is carried out “before God” (5:13).

2. Five other statements have quite a different character. In these,
Paul’s “we” is the recipient of action or disposition and God or Christ is
the agent. These statements place the empirical “we” in realms that are
beyond the empirical. Thus we “have a building from God, a dwelling not
made with hands, eternal in heaven” (5:1), “have been given the Spirit as
a first installment” (5:5), “ must all appear before the judgment seat of
Christ” (5:10), are “in Christ a new creation” (5:17), are “reconciled to
[God]” (5:18). Unlike the first set of statements, none of the referents here
can be located in the arena of ordinary human exchange. They suppose an
understanding of reality that includes more than what can be tested by the
senses: a dwelling in heaven, a future judgment, a gift of the Spirit.

3. Perhaps most striking in this context is the presence of a set of
statements that are explicitly cognitive in character. Again, the “we” that
includes Paul and his associates are the subject. Thus, while Paul states
in 5:7 that we walk by faith, not by knowledge, his other cognitive state-
ments affirm the importance of a certain form of knowledge: we know that
we have been given a heavenly dwelling (5:1), we know that when we are
clothed with the body we are away from the Lord (5:6), we know the fear
of the Lord (5:11), and we have made the judgment (krinantas) that “one
died for all; therefore all have died” (5:14). Most elaborate is 5:16, “Con-
sequently, from now on we regard [know] no one according to the flesh;
even if we once knew Christ according to the flesh, yet now we know him
so no longer” By such statements Paul places human agency within a dis-
tinctive understanding of reality that belongs to those included in his “we.”

4. The immediate context of 5:19 contains a large number of state-
ments concerning nonempirical persons. The judgment seat before which
we will stand is Christ’s (5:10); Christ’s love constrains us (5:14); in Christ
is a new creation (5:17); reconciliation is through Christ (5:18); God is
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in Christ (5:19); for the sake of Christ we make appeal and beg (5:20); in
him (en auto) we are made God’s righteousness (5:21). In these statements,
Christ is less an active agent and more a means or instrument or identi-
fier. The partial exception is one statement in which Christ is the implied
subject: “and he died in behalf of all, so that those who are living might
no longer live for themselves but for the one who died and was raised for
them” (5:15). In this declaration, which serves to explain the judgment
made by Paul and his associates that “one died for all; therefore all have
died” (5:14), Christ is the agent of dying, and God is the (implied) agency
by which Christ was “raised up.”

5. Finally, there are the statements in which agency is ascribed directly
to ho theos. The heavenly dwelling is from God (ek theou, 5:1); God gave us
the pledge that is the Holy Spirit (5:5); human actions and dispositions are
“before God” (5:11, 13), and humans can be reconciled to God (5:20) and
be God’s righteousness (5:21); all things are from God (ek tou theou, 5:18);
God was in Christ (5:19); God made (Christ) sin (5:21).

THE LoGic oF MYTHIC LANGUAGE

I think we can all agree that, although Paul’s language in 2 Cor 5 is mythical
in the way I have defined, it is also unlike the sort of mythic narrative we
associate with, say, Enuma Elish or Gen 6:1-4. Paul does not speak about
figures of the distant past with heroic dimensions, but of his contempo-
raries and a man who died violently within the lifetime of Paul and his read-
ers. Paul uses mythic language in order to express convictions concerning
what is happening in the empirical realm that he shares with his readers.

The question arises, then, as to the logic of such language. On what is
it based, and how does it make sense (we assume) to Paul and his readers?

We can approach these questions by means of analogy. There is a class
of statements that take the form of an abbreviated narrative escaping any
real empirical verification. Such statements are grounded in a historical
reality but are not completely defined by it. Take, for example, a widow
of one of the men who rushed the pilots compartment of Flight 93 on
9/11 when the airplane had been taken over by terrorists, and who was
killed with all aboard that flight when the plane crashed in a Pennsylvania
field. She tells her son who never knew his father, “Your daddy was a great
patriot. He died for his country”

There is, we observe, some historical basis for her declaration: her
husband actually died in an effort to save lives—those who rushed the
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cockpit had learned of the terrorists’ mission to use the plane as a weapon
of destruction. To be sure, it is impossible to verify anything about her
spouse’s precise motivation or emotions at the critical moment. Perhaps
he lingered reluctantly in the back of the group that rushed the cockpit.
Perhaps he vomited in fear when the rush began. His widow’s statement
to her son does not rely, however, on the determination of such things. It
is instead based on her experience of and knowledge of her deceased hus-
band: the kind of man she knew him to be.

Her judgment is based on something real beyond the brute fact of the
historical event. She does not, however, simply aver that her husband was a
good man. Her statement places his action within the symbolic framework
of national identity, in which “patriotism” (from the time of Horace on) is
most fully expressed by “dying for one’s country”® This language elevates
the sacrificial act of her husband by placing it in a more public and value-
laden framework.

Take another example. An Irish-Catholic father reassures his children
when his harried wife lashes out in frustration at them while cooking
dinner, “Your mother is a saint. You know that she would do anything
for you children” In this case, the wife’s behavior is negative rather than
positive: she shows irritation toward her family. Is the father’s interpreta-
tion therefore false? Not necessarily. First, he invokes a frame of reference
that both he and the children share: saints are those who show heroic love
toward others. In the case of their mother, the husband reminds the chil-
dren, her cooking supper is one among a multitude of ways that her love
is in service to them; indeed, he suggests, there is no real limit to that
love in practical terms—she would do anything for them. The issue of her
momentary anger is subsumed by an appeal to the overall character of the
mother demonstrated in repeated actions. The father also bases his state-
ment on his privileged understanding of his wife’s true character that he
has learned through his constant experience of her.

Such homely examples are, to be sure, only analogies. These state-
ments are not “mythic” in the sense of the definition I have given. There
is a great distance between stating that a father dies for his country, and
stating that the Messiah died for all humans, so that all have died. Similarly
there is a great distance between claiming one’s wife is a saint (of sorts) and

9. “Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori” (Horace, Odes 3.2.13).



208 MYTH AND SCRIPTURE

claiming that God was in Christ. Nevertheless, the examples provide us a
sense of how mythic language concerning the present has a definite logic.

It is based, first, on a speaker’s personal experience of the one to whom
larger-than-life status is ascribed on the basis of knowledge of actions of
that person that define his or her character. Second, it involves a judg-
ment concerning that person’s character as revealed by such action. Third,
it involves a frame of reference, or symbolic structure, within which such
ascription makes sense. In the case of Paul’s statement in 2 Cor 5:19, then,
an experience commensurate with the judgment that “God was in Christ”
would be required, a judgment concerning an action of Christ that reveals
his character, and an understanding of the world within which such predi-
cation makes sense. The context for this statement in 2 Corinthians con-
tains evidence for all three.

First, the experience: when Paul states in 2 Cor 5:5 that the one who
works in him and his associates to prepare them for a heavenly habitation
is the God who has given them the pledge that is the Holy Spirit, he echoes
a statement that he made earlier in the letter: “God is the one who has
secured us together with you into Christ [eis christon] and has anointed
[chrisas] us. And he has sealed us, and has given us the pledge that is the
Holy Spirit in our hearts” (1:21-22). For Paul, the experience of the power
of the Holy Spirit is the personal experience of God (“in our hearts”) in
and through Christ, the experience that “anoints” Paul and others, giving
them a participation (pledge) in Christ’s work (see other passages on the
Spiritin 2 Cor 3:3-18; 4:13; 6:6; 11:4; 12:18). They have a “fellowship in the
Holy Spirit” (13:13).

This experience of God’s powerful Spirit through Christ, in turn,
grounds the judgment that Paul shares with his readers concerning Jesus’
apparently shameful death by execution—a negative historical fact. Paul
and his associates have “reached the judgment” (krinantas) concerning
Jesus’ death: that it was a sacrifice in behalf of all, indeed, an expression of
love “for us” (5:14): “He died in behalf of all, so that those who are living
might no longer live for themselves but for the sake of the one who died
and was raised in their behalf” (5:15). We observe in this statement that
not only Jesus’ death but also his resurrection were for the sake of Paul
and his readers. It is by Jesus’ exaltation, Paul tells his readers in 1 Cor
15:45, that the eschatos Adam became “life-giving Spirit” (to pneuma to
zoopoioun). Thus Paul says earlier in 2 Cor 4:14 that “we know that the one
raising the Lord Jesus will raise us also together with him and place us with
you in his presence.”
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We note also that Christ’s death is interpreted in terms of an exchange:
his life for all, so that all might live for him. Participation in the Spirit
coming from Christ therefore means participation in the pattern of his
existence, as Paul declares in 6:9, “we are as people dying, and behold,
we live!” Even when they receive the sentence of death, they put their
“trust in the God who raises the dead” (to theo to egeironti tous nekrous,
1:9). If Christ’s death on the cross is experienced by others as life, and if
his weakness is experienced by others as power, then the power of God
is at work in such a fundamental way that the judgment, “If anyone is
in Christ there is a new creation” (5:17), follows, and with it a cognitive
reevaluation of everything that appears as empirically real: our real home
is in heaven, not on earth (5:1-2); when we are in the body we are away
from our home (5:6); when we suffer and groan it is because we long for
heaven (5:2); and when God made Christ to be sin (through a death that
was cursed by Torah), it was so that we might become “God’s righteous-
ness in him” (5:21).

The experience of the resurrection Spirit out of an empirical death
demands the use of mythic language as the only possible means of express-
ing the truth, enables a restructuring of the symbolic world shared by all
Jews, and impels a proclamation to the world of a new paradigm of power-
in-weakness that is God’s message of reconciliation.

CONCLUSION

My analysis has not made Paul’s language any easier to understand. I hope
that it has at least pointed to the importance of the resurrection experi-
ence—the conviction that the crucified Jesus has become exalted Lord and
life-giving Spirit—in generating and making sense of Paul’s mythic lan-
guage. It may be worth asking whether readers who understand the resur-
rection of Jesus (even when they claim to believe in it) simply as a form
of resuscitation, rather than Christ’s exaltation to a participation in God’s
power, can ever adequately grasp Paul’s language concerning the implica-
tions of that Spirit of life being given to others as a pledge.

For that matter, it is also worth asking whether those of us fundamen-
tally shaped by Enlightenment epistemology can ever really appreciate the
truth-telling capacity of myth. Without a phenomenology of Spirit that
enables us to understand the capacity of bodies to transcend themselves
and inhabit other bodies, we are not able to make sense of Paul’s language
about our being “in Christ” or of God being “in Christ” without reducing
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it to a weak form of moral allegiance, or worse, to pious nonsense. But to
demythologize Paul’s language in 2 Corinthians is to eliminate more than
its poetry and power; it is to deny its claim to truth. The passage I have
considered challenges contemporary readers to ask whether it is really
myth speaking of unseen realities that deceives, or whether it is thought
that remains only at the level of appearances that deceives.
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ANCIENT GREEK DEMYTHOLOGIZING

James E. Miller

INTRODUCTION

Myth is a term and concept that has been used and analyzed in a vari-
ety of biblical studies for more than a century. However, the term is often
poorly defined, and often this is because it is poorly understood. On the
one hand, within modern cultures we may define the term myth as we
please, and study the concept as defined. On the other hand, we struggle
to understand precisely how the term was used in ancient literature, and
all too often apply modern definitions to the ancient term.

One method for understanding an ancient term or concept is to
explore its boundaries—at what point or under what conditions does
myth cease to be myth? The boundaries help us understand the ancient
parameters of the term. But when we do this type of analysis on a term that
remains in current use, it is also important to analyze modern understand-
ings of the term, so that we are better informed when we import modern
understandings into ancient texts. Again, exploring the boundaries of the
term will aid our understanding of how the term is used and understood
today. In this paper I seek to understand “myth” by studying ancient—
and modern—methods and practices of demythologizing. First, the gen-
eral concept of demythologizing is studied. Following the general study,
three examples from biblical studies are given that usually are not studied
in reference to myth and demythologizing. Each example offers different
insights into ancient and modern demythologizing.

Demythologizing is a modern term that I am using for a set of ancient
practices aimed at dealing with undesirable aspects of Greek mythology.
Although the term has taken on various specific connotations in biblical
studies over the years, I am taking liberties with the term by taking it at
its face meaning and using its dictionary definition—demythologizing is

-213-
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the removal of myth from material that is pervaded with myth. Myth here
is usually understood as supernatural and/or fantastical lore. Of course,
varied definitions of myth result in varied methods of demythologizing, as
we shall see. In this paper myth in turns may be defined as (1) a narrative
of deities as personalities interacting with each other socially, sexually, or
in conflict, or interacting with primordial monsters, or interacting with
humans; (2) any miraculous and/or fantastical narrative; or (3) various
combinations of these two concepts. The definition of myth depends on
the ancient or modern scholar involved in the demythologizing.

Behind the practice of demythologizing is a devaluation of myth in
the culture. Both in ancient times and in modern times this is described
as a devaluation of the irrational and a turning toward the rational. There-
fore, both in ancient Greek and modern English literature, “myth” (u6og)
may be used simply to denote any falsehood, with or without divine or
miraculous content. However, there are reasons for refusing to accept this
understanding. “Myth may sometimes be irrational; it is often symbolic,
but irrationality is not a normative feature. Nor is there anything innately
irrational about symbolism” (Morgan 2000, 31).! The ancient polemic that
drove demythologizing should be understood as part of the phenomenon
studied, not incorporated into the scholar’s presuppositions. One method
of demythologizing is commonly called “rationalization,” but we should
not assume that the mythological source material is any less rational than
the products of rationalization.

The problem with disbelief concerning at least some mythology goes
back to the Archaic Period and the oldest surviving compendium of Greek
myth, the Theogony of Hesiod. In the Theogony (27-29) the Muses begin
their discourse by declaring, “We know how to speak many false things
with genuine qualities [{0uev Yeddea moda Aéyew etdyolow éuoia] or, when
we want, sing true things” One possible reading of Hesiod’s Muses is that
even the false things have valuable content (Heiden 2007).2 However, an
almost identical line in Odyssey 19.203, possibly the source of Hesiod’s
line, describes Odysseus’s ability to lie convincingly (ioxe Yebdea moMa
Aéywv étdpola opola). In any case we should not assume naivete on the
part of even our earliest sources of Greek myth.

1. For a discussion of myth as symbol, see Des Bouvrie 2002.
2. In Heiden’s reading these Archaic Period Muses sound suspiciously like mem-
bers of the Inklings at Oxford.
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One important way of dealing with mythological material is euhem-
erism, another term for rationalization. These two terms reference a set
of closely related practices in ancient historiography by which unaccept-
able myth is transformed into “rational” history. Another method is alle-
gory, by which the unacceptable elements are resignified into narratives of
values. The allegorical methods have already been well studied in various
SBL forums and will be passed over here.? A third method simply supplies
some narrative distance between the story at hand and the myths that lie
behind that story. The myth is described, but not promoted as true. This is
a method often used by Euripides, especially in Heracles.

In this paper I focus on the methods of rationalization, especially
euhemerism, in which myth is transformed into history.

EUHEMERISM AND RATIONALIZATION

Euhemerism or rationalization was a widespread practice in Hellenic and
Hellenistic culture stretching from early historians such as Hecataeus
and Herodotus to Plutarch in the Roman period. The term euhemerism is
derived from Euhemerus, a philosopher-historian who (apparently) cre-
ated history out of myth by changing the supernatural elements into natu-
ral elements, and in particular making divine characters into ancient aris-
tocrats and warriors of exceptional abilities. Other forms of rationalization
take mythological monsters and events and find rational explanations for
them. The common assumption is that these remarkable tales must have
“real,” nonmythological stories behind them, and the historian’s task is to
remove the myth to restore the history

Sometimes the rationalized explanation is based on a name or a pun or
a misunderstood statement. A standard example is the Minotaur of Crete,
a half-man/half-bull offspring of the queen and a divine bull. In the ratio-
nalized version a warrior named Taurus (Bull) has an adulterous affair
with the queen of Crete, the wife of King Minos. In Palaephatus (2) it is he
who slays the Athenians sent to Crete as tribute. One of Plutarch’s sources
(Theseus 19) claims it is his illegitimate child by the queen who has that
role. This “Minotaur;,” the Taurus of King Minos, is slain by the Athenian
hero Theseus. Sometimes other ancient misunderstandings are advanced.

3. The phenomenon of allegorizing myth is also well studied in Classical scholar-
ship, e.g., Brisson 2004.
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Centaurs are explained as warriors riding horses observed by people who
never considered putting horses to such a use. This strange sight of people
riding horses led to the mythic twice-told tale of the centaur. Our earliest
example of this explanation for centaurs comes from Palaephatus (1). The
assumption is that there is a historical kernel in these myths, and one duty
of the historian is to find that kernel. The popularity of the method may
be seen in its critics. In Plato’s Phaedrus 229c-d Socrates seems to be criti-
cizing extant portions of Palaephatus, speaking of centaurs, the chimera,
the gorgons, and Pegasus and their contrived explanations. This passage
assumes widespread familiarity with the methodology of rationalization.

However, Euhemerus may not have been indulging in these practices,
or at least not in the manner that we call “euhemerism” (Garstad 2004).
What we have from the writings of Euhemerus is third-hand and sub-
ject to much interpretation. One important source on Euhemerus is the
Christian historian Eusebius, who quoted Diodoros, who in turn quoted
and synopsized Euhemerus (FGrHist 63 F 2). Another source is the early
Latin poet-historian Ennius, who translated the history of Euhemerus into
Latin verse (FGrHist 63 F 12-26; Warmington 1935, 1:414-31). However,
the works of Ennius survive piecemeal in the works of others. His Euhe-
merus translation is found in the work of Lactantius. These third-hand
fragments indicate that Euhemerus treated the gods Ouranos (Uranus),
Kronos (Cronus), Zeus, and their brothers, sisters, and wives as human
founders of a dynasty with life spans and deaths, in sharp contrast to the
deities of the Theogony. It is this third-hand Euhemerus that inspired the
modern term euhemerism.

Euhemerus was also somewhat late, and this historical method of
rationalizing myth preceded him by several generations. More important
are earlier writers such as Herodotus, whose Histories are well known, and
his predecessor Hecataeus of Miletos,* preserved in fragments as well as
secondhand accounts. Another important resource is Palaephatus from
whom we have preserved a substantial portion of his On Unbelievable
Things (Tlept amiotwy). These are examples from Classical Greece. Closer to
the New Testament is Plutarch (late first century B.C.E.), who explains his
method in his introduction to Theseus in the Parallel Lives. He states that
his task is to clean the myth and have it submit to reason (éxxafaipduevov

4. Hecataeus of Miletos (ca. 550-490) is not to be confused with Hecataeus of
Abdera (ca. 360-290), who was an important influence on Euhemerus.
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Myw 0 wubédes vmaxoloar) and receive the look of history (xai Aafely
lotopiag &Yw). From Hecataeus we have a briefer statement of method.
He merely wrote things which he considered true, for “the Greeks have
accounts, many and ridiculous [yeAolot], or so they seem to me” (FGrHist
1 F 1). The phenomenon of rationalizing myth is not confined to Greece’s
age of reason, but continues as a philosophical and historical discipline
into the first century C.E.

Livy (late first century c.E.) used a method that provides a counter-
point. He seems to reference rationalizing historians when he critiques
contemporary historians who try to produce a more believable (or reli-
able, credunt) account of ancient events (1.1.2-3). Although he notes that
ancient accounts are decorated with fabulae, rather than reliable material,
he chose to refrain from affirming or denying the veracity of their tales
(1.1.6-7).

Scholars who study rationalization or euhemerism share one endur-
ing problem with scholars of ancient pseudepigraphs. There remains the
difficult question of how the results should be understood. Did the ancient
practitioners actually believe the results of their work? And did the pro-
spective and actual ancient audiences believe the products? Did Herodo-
tus or Plutarch believe that the histories they produced described actual
events in the past? This may be paralleled with the question of whether the
authors of Jubilees or the Genesis Apocryphon actually believed they were
restoring lost first-person accounts (cf. 4 Ezra 14). Did the authors expect
their ancient readership to take these accounts at face value, and did their
audiences do so? The answers seem mixed. We have evidence of certain
documents that were intended and received as fiction (e.g., Mheallaigh
2008), but others are less clear in intent. The few responses that survive
speak of both belief and disbelief.

Belief in the results of rationalization implies a will to believe—a
desire to find something believable in the classic myth narratives. This is
combined with a willingness to ignore and bypass any traditional meaning
that the myth had prior to rationalization. Whatever meaning the myth
once had, the rationalized myth finds its value in tradition itself.

MODERN EUHEMERISM
Euhemerism is a modern term for the ancient practice, and the exis-

tence of the term indicates a modern interest in these practices, an interest
sufficient to produce some modern counterparts. It is important to discuss
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modern movements and methods that have sufficient resemblance to the
ancient practices to cause a confusion of concepts. This is especially true in
biblical scholarship, where two distinct meanings for the term demytholo-
gize have become popular in the past century. First we must discuss the
Enlightenment thought on the topic.

Euhemerism is an English term dating back to the Enlightenment
when practices associated with Euhemerus and other ancient rationalizers
were revived. Sometimes nothing more than excision of offending super-
natural elements was done. An example is the Bible of Thomas Jefferson,
in which he created a scrapbook version of the life and teachings of Jesus
by taking the biblical Gospels and removing the miracles. However, other
examples show all the ingenuity of the ancient rationalizers.

David Hume is a key player in the Enlightenment rejection of the
miraculous. Chapter 10 of An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding
(1748) is entitled “Miracles”” In this chapter Hume found miracles irreduc-
ibly opposed to reason, or perhaps we should say, Reason. Hume defines
a miracle as “a violation of the laws of nature,” and asserts that “no testi-
mony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the testimony be of such a
kind, that its falsehood would be more miraculous” Related to euhemer-
ism, Hume’s response to eyewitnesses to a miracle is to consider “whether
it be more probable, that this person should either deceive or be deceived”
Also related to this study, Hume’s primary example of things miraculous
(which therefore should be rejected) is the idea of resurrection. Hume’s
philosophical rejection of the miraculous remains basic in the thinking of
many today, even among postmodernists.

Demythologizing in New Testament studies is usually associated with
the name of Bultmann, who sought to displace literal miracles with the
more important proclamation that may be found in the text. Bultmann
saw myth as a way of describing powers that were beyond human control.
He then juxtaposed two apparently contradictory qualifications on these
powers—that they were understood as like worldly power only more so, and
that they were transcendent and broke into the mundane (1958, 19-21).
Theory aside, Bultmann represented an attempt to preserve the proclama-
tion of the New Testament texts without requiring an engagement with the
miraculous. As with enlightenment euhemerism, Bultmann’s relationship
with myth rarely went beyond an intolerance for miracles.

A distinctly different enthemerism following the Enlightenment model
may be found in various treatments of the Gospels exemplified by the pop-
ular commentaries of William Barclay. In Barclay we find, for instance,
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that the feeding of the five thousand (Matt 14:13-21) may be explained
as Jesus getting his audience to put away their selfishness and share such
food as they have (1975, 103); and his walking on water (Matt 14:22-27) is
actually Jesus striding into the shallow water near the shore where the boat
with the disciples had been pushed aground by the winds (1975, 105). In
the second example Barclay relies on certain ambiguities in the Greek text
that may be read as implying no miracle. To be fair to Barclay, the non-
miraculous versions are only one option offered for those readers who are
miracle intolerant. For readers who do accept miracles, more traditional
readings are explored. Barclay’s engagement with the proclamation behind
the miracle tends to be more earthy than Bultmann’s.

The foundations of biblical archaeology are often understood to
include Enlightenment euhemerism. More accurately, it is the founda-
tions of Heinrich Schliemann’s Homeric archaeology that include the
euhemerism of the Enlightenment, and the biblical archaeology move-
ment gained its momentum, and some of its rationale, from Homeric
archaeology. Overt euhemerism rarely plays a role in biblical archaeol-
ogy. Basic arguments in the debates over Homeric or biblical archae-
ology include the question of whether rejection of miracles therefore
requires a rejection of the historicity of persons associated with these
miracles—or whether the confirmation of the individuals therefore con-
firms the associated miracles. Notice that this archaeological method
deals only with miracles, and not with larger mythological issues. This is
in contrast to scholarship of the Hebrew Bible, the text most often refer-
enced in biblical archaeology, which is interested in a different kind of
demythologizing.

The interest in demythologizing among scholars of the Hebrew Scrip-
tures involves an appreciation for the degree to which ancient Israelite
and Judahite writers “demythologized” the traditions and myths of sur-
rounding cultures. This appreciation focuses on the full range of ancient
mythology and not merely the presence or absence of the miraculous. A
few remnants of mythological material remain within the biblical corpus,
such as the conflict with the chaos monster Rahab/Lotan (e.g., Pss 74:13-
14; 89:9-10; Isa 27:1; 51:9-10). However, one mythological theme, that of
divine sexuality, is completely excluded from the biblical corpus, indicat-
ing a strong and thorough intolerance for such mythological material by
those who formed the texts and canon (Miller 2006, 10-12). The rarity of
mythological material in the biblical corpus has long fascinated scholars
of these Hebrew texts.



220 MYTH AND SCRIPTURE

Gerhard von Rad provides an example of the classic understanding
of Israelite demythologizing. In his Old Testament Theology he sees two
broad categories of demythologizing. One is where certain liminal expe-
riences are desacralized (Entsakralisierung), and therefore “demytholo-
gized” (Entmythologisierung). The two most prominent examples are sex
and death (1962, 28, 277; 1965, 340, 349; Preuss 1995, 235-36).

The second form of demythologizing bears some resemblance to
euhemerism. This is the displacement of myth with history (von Rad 1962,
23-24; 1965, 340-49; Preuss 1995, 208-11). The “history” is not necessar-
ily devoid of miracles, however, but it lacks competing deities, primor-
dial monsters, divine sexuality, and other such mythological entities and
motifs. Demythologized narrative means one God in control, either in
complete control of other deities (henotheism) or lacking other compet-
ing deities (monotheism). This singular God can still interact with the cre-
ated order by means of miracles and other interventions, some quite spec-
tacular. This tolerance for the miraculous and fabulous distinguishes the
Hebrew demythologizing from both Classical and Enlightenment intoler-
ance for the fantastic.

The resulting history, found throughout the biblical text, resembles
euhemerized history as it need only have the appearance of history to be
understood as demythologized. The focus is on form. The result looks like
historical narrative, whether or not the modern scholar believes the events
in the narrative happened as described.

There is a sharp contrast in the use of the term demythologize in New
Testament scholarship and Hebrew Bible scholarship. The New Testament
Gospels as they stand, without being “demythologized,” are in a form that
scholars of the Hebrew Bible are likely to recognize as already “demytholo-
gized” The only possible exception is the quasi-mythological role of Satan
or demons in some Gospel narratives. In short, we have a distinction in
how the term myth is understood in the two disciplines, and this results in
a distinction in how the term demythologize is understood. These modern
definitions of demythologize cannot be purged from our vocabulary, but
rather we are forced to work with multiple definitions of the phenomenon
that may take part in any of our discussions. This leaves us a broad field to
explore, but requires us to be clear on which parameters define the phe-
nomena we are studying.

In the remainder of this paper I will explore three developments tied
in with Classical Greek demythologizing and with biblical studies where
the role and consequences of demythologizing are rarely recognized.
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PARADISE LOST AND FOUND

In Phaedrus 229c—d Plato has Socrates ridicule rationalization as intricate
and overdone. In this passage Socrates seems to be referencing extant
portions of Palaephatus, speaking of centaurs, the chimera, the gorgons,
and Pegasus and their contrived explanations. However, Plato is the
source of one rationalization that has grabbed the imagination of genera-
tions of scholars who today stand on the shoulders of Schliemann and
rationalize Plato’s rationalization. This is the legend of Atlantis in Plato’s
Timaeus and Kritias.

Atlantis is an ancient utopia manufactured from the various Greek
mythological traditions of the western paradise. The most obvious defin-
ing element of this rationalization is the name Atlantis, which is based on
the name of the island’s first king, Atlas (Kritias 114a). Atlas, of course, was
a god, one of the Titans, and making a god into an ancient founding king
is a defining characteristic of Classical rationalization, such as associated
with Euhemerus. If we ascribe consistency to Plato (which is sometimes
risky), the critique in Phaedrus indicates a widespread awareness of ratio-
nalization of myth, including its standard methods. We might conclude,
based on the obvious euhemerism of Atlas into the first king of Atlantis,
that Plato wanted his readers to understand Atlantis as nothing more than
a heuristic fiction created from mythological material. In addition, the
framing device of receiving the story from an Egyptian source also points
to intentional fiction (Gill 1979).

Only a couple of generations removed from Plato the historicity of
Atlantis was already being debated, with the defense of historicity seen as
a defense of Plato himself (Niehoff 2007, 166-67; Cameron 1983). In this
tradition Philo of Alexandria treats Plato’s Atlantis as a historical account
(Aet. 141). If Plato wanted his Atlantis to be a transparent heuristic enhem-
erism, he did not succeed.

The Titan Atlas is a god associated with the west (Aeschylus, Prom.
349-350) and is found in almost every version of the western paradise
known as the garden of the Hesperides. The far western sea and the
lands associated with this garden are known as atAavtixds (“belonging to
Atlas”; Herodotus, Hist. 1.203; Euripides, Hipp. 3). If nothing else, Atlas is
described as close to the Hesperid garden, whether in Hesiod’s Theogony
(517-520) or the labors of Heracles (Euripides, Heracles 397-407; Hipp.
742-751). Elsewhere Atlas is the father of the Hesperides (Pherekydes,
FGrHist 3 F 16a, 17) and is otherwise connected to the garden (Appolo-
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nius of Rhodes, Argon. 4.1399). Also Calypso in the Odyssey is described
as the daughter of Atlas (1.52-55), and in her island in the far west she
offers Odysseus eternal life if he stays with her.

Elysion is another western paradise. In the Odyssey and various other
sources (Od. 4.561-569; Hesiod, Op. 167-173; Pindar, OL 2) the heroes of
the Trojan War are offered immortality in Elysion (Elysium) or the Isles
of the Blessed, lands associated with the West Wind on the far side of the
Oceanus stream. Elysion is also associated with the Titan Kronos, a relative
of Atlas. It is interesting that the Latin poet-historian Ennius takes pains to
associate his native Italy with Saturn (Latin Kronos) and to emphasize its
position west of Greece (Warmington 1935, 13). Euhemerus (according to
Ennius) had Saturn/Kronos flee westward (Warmington 1935, 422-23).

From these various elements of the western paradise Plato con-
structed a western utopia located in the far west beyond the Pillars of Her-
acles, founded by the king Atlas for whom the island is named. Modern
archaeologists have repeatedly attempted to rationalize Plato’s rationalized
Atlantis, using techniques of which Schliemann would approve. Usually
they associate Atlantis with Thera/Santorini, an island with a magnificent
Minoan culture buried and preserved when the island exploded in a vol-
canic eruption. However, Thera is not in the west. Plato is neither the Bible
nor Homer, so this identification of Thera with Atlantis is neither Homeric
nor biblical archaeology. Atlantis is not mythical, but rather has already
been demythologized and presented as a legendary ideal or a utopia. We
should be aware of the methods of demythologizing when practicing or
critiquing biblical and Homeric archaeology. If we wish to euhemerize
what has already been euhemerized, at least we should do so knowingly.

EvrysioNn

Elysion, or the Isles of the Blessed, undergoes an interesting development
between the Archaic and Classical periods. The Archaic sources consis-
tently describe Elysion as a place where exceptional people go instead of
dying. These people tend to be associated with the Trojan War (Homer, Od.
4.561-569; Hesiod, Op. 156-173). Heroes who die do not go to Elysion.
They go to that part of Hades called the Fields of Asphodel (Od. 11.539,
573;24.13), a very different place. In the Homeric Hymns (To Hermes 221,
344) the Fields of Asphodel are associated with Hermes. The hymn does
not directly associate these fields with Hermes’s role as conductor of dead
souls, however.
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Classical sources consistently treat Elysion as a blessed afterlife for the
dead (Plato, Gorg. 523; Pindar, OI. 2.70-80) as if this place was Homer’s
Field of Asphodel. It is no longer an alternative to death. This shift from
immortality to afterlife has long been recognized by Classical scholars
(Rohde 1925, 55-60, 75-76). However, the relationship of this shift to the
Classical practice of rationalization has not been explored.

Archaic Elysion is a place—a place located at the ends of the earth,
but still a place. It is a physical location where physical humans live in
bliss instead of dying. It is associated with Oceanus, a fresh-water stream
which encircles the earth, including the salt-water seas. Both the physical-
ity of Elysion and the physical immortality of its inhabitants are at issue.
Throughout the Archaic and Classical periods the ancient Greeks were
continually discovering new lands and incorporating them into their
inventory of known lands. At the same time they had to come to terms
with mythological lands that once were outside the edges of the known
world, but now seemed to be within reach. Scylla and Charybdis, for
instance, became associated with the strait between Sicily and the Italian
peninsula, a rationalization of myth based on exploration. It is possible
that Elysion would be found—or its existence called into doubt—through
continuing exploration. The continual expansion of Greek knowledge of
the world probably led to an insecurity about certain mythic locations that
should be findable but were not found.

If the pull of rationalization was felt surrounding the Elysion problem,
it could have pushed this myth in a new direction. In the Classical period
Elysion became a nonphysical place where nonphysical spirits of the dead
might go, possibly replacing the fields of Asphodel. As such it need not be
found through exploration, and indeed could not be found. This transfor-
mation also meant that physical immortality need not be accepted. This
transformation of physical Elysion and physical immortality to nonphysi-
cal Elysion and a blessed afterlife comes from removing not supernatural
elements but physical elements. Because Elysion, the Isles of the Blessed, is
commonly cited as a source for the early Christian concept of heaven, the
history of this blessed afterlife may be worthy of exploration.

PAUL BEFORE THE AREOPAGUS
In the book of Acts Paul preached before the Areopagus, discoursing on

the unknown God, presenting a spiritual henotheism, a divinity that tran-
scends the vulgar mix of polytheistic religions popular with hoi polloi. But
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suddenly he makes a sharp turn into resurrection, an element of vulgar
myth, or worse, sorcery. Of course the respect of these philosophers
turned to derision. Resurrection for Paul was a validation of the divine
calling of Jesus, but instead among these philosophers it revealed that the
philosophical henotheism Paul had been constructing was a mere pretext
for one more vulgar myth

The very idea of restoring physical life to the dead may be seen as
another casualty of ancient demythologizing. The idea of Heracles wres-
tling with Hades for Alcestis and returning her alive from the tomb is
clearly in the realm of the mythological. In contrast, the idea of Asclepius
restoring people at the brink of death, including some who had just died,
could have been understood as nonmythological medical skill, similar to
modern medical “miracles” But the New Testament emphasis that Jesus
was clearly dead, prior to being taken from the cross and interred, places
his resurrection within a realm ripe for demythologizing. The spear thrust
of the soldier is the most graphic element of this emphasis (John 19:34).
This emphasis intentionally runs against the grain of the ancient suspicion
of the miraculous. It also lies behind the resurrection of Lazarus in John
11, where several days are placed intentionally between the man’s death
and resurrection. Martha’s insistence that he must be stinking already also
draws attention to the graphic physical reality and apparent finality of the
death of Lazarus. The emphasis that Lazarus and Jesus were indeed fully
and completely dead prior to their resurrections takes precise aim at mir-
acle-intolerant speculations that suppose that resurrected people were not
fully dead to begin with.

This emphasis on the real and physical death of Jesus was countered by
certain gnostic traditions that denied the reality of that death. We find in
the Nag Hammadi Apocalypse of Peter that the death of Jesus was merely
an illusion, the real Jesus standing aside and having a laugh at his deluded
enemies who thought they were indeed crucifying him. This denial under-
scores the difficulties that some philosophies had with the idea of physical
resurrection. In this case the physical death of Jesus is denied, therefore
physical resurrection is unnecessary. Of course, this substitutes one “myth”
for another. Instead of resurrection there is a divinely mandated mass hal-
lucination. Then again, in some forms of Gnosticism physical reality itself
is something akin to a hallucination.

A contrasting movement in formative Gnosticism avoided physical
resurrection by restyling resurrection as a nonphysical event, such as in
the Nag Hammadi Treatise on the Resurrection. Here the term resurrec-
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tion is affirmed, but redefined as a spiritual maturation and transcendence
having nothing to do with revivifying the physical body. The ideological
forces that changed physical immortality into an afterlife centuries earlier
seem to remain active in early Christianity.

In Greek legend resurrection is as often an act of abominable sorcery
as a heroic act. An example of the former is in Heliodoros, Aeth. 6.14-15,
where the sorcery (uayyavov) is clearly unholy, obscene, and accursed.
Even in heroic instances, such as the Alkestis of Euripides, Heracles must
deny being a necromancer (Yuyaywyos, 1128). Positive instances of non-
medical resurrection are rare in this ancient literature.

This is the context in which Paul preached and philosophized before
the Areopagus (Acts 17). The negative reaction of the Areopagites is usu-
ally explained solely by pointing out how ancient philosophical Greeks
found nothing desirable about a return to physical, bodily life in the flesh.
However, we should also consider the general intolerance for both mythi-
cal and miraculous elements that characterizes fantastic stories popular
among the gullible laity, who lack the intellectual rigor and sophistica-
tion of the philosophical mind. In other words, Classical rationalized
demythologizing, and its intolerance for spectacular miracles, provides
a context in which to understand the reaction of these philosophers. Or,
if we wish to distance ourselves a bit from the narrative, ancient philo-
sophical rationalization provides a context in which we see an ancient
popular portrayal of philosophers personified as Areopagites rejecting
the concept of resurrection. On the one hand, physical resurrection adds
an element of myth to the story of Jesus. On the other hand, to avoid this
particular myth some traditions were willing to substitute another myth
of mass hallucination. Demythologizing was not a one-way street within
this culture.

Ironically, or perhaps not so ironic, it is the idea of resurrection that
provoked this response of the Areopagites in the book of Acts. Resurrec-
tion was also the primary object of Hume’s rejection of the miraculous.
And taking a page from Hume’s argument, current evangelical arguments
on the resurrection of Jesus focus on how much more unlikely it is that
this particular miracle did not occur (Wright 2003, 683-718; Kreeft and
Tacelli 1994, 175-98). Somehow the ideological schism between Paul and
the Areopagites returned to become a fundamental bone of contention for
the Enlightenment, as well as for modernist (e.g., Wright and Borg 2007)
and postmodern (e.g., Sheaffer 1991, 127-46) understandings of the Bible
and religion in Western culture.



226 MYTH AND SCRIPTURE
WoRrks CITED

Barclay, William. 1975. The Gospel of Matthew. Rev. ed. 2 vols. Daily Study
Bible. Louisville: Westminster John Knox.

Brisson, Luc. 2004. How Philosophers Saved Myths: Allegorical Interpreta-
tion and Classical Mythology. Translated by Catherine Tihanyi. Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press.

Bultmann, Rudolph. 1958. Jesus Christ and Mythology. New York: Scrib-
ner’s.

Cameron, Alan. 1983. Crantor and Posidonius on Atlantis. Classical Quar-
terly 31:81-91.

Des Bouvrie, Synngve. 2002. The Definition of Myth: Symbolical Phe-
nomena in Ancient Culture. Pages 11-69 in Symbolic Phenomena in
Ancient Greek Culture. Vol. 1 of Myth and Symbol. Edited by Synneve
Des Bouvrie. Bergen: Norwegian Institute at Athens.

Garstad, Benjamin. 2004. Belus in the Sacred History of Euhemerus. CP
99:246-57.

Gill, Christopher. 1979. Plato’s Atlantis Story and the Birth of Fiction. Phi-
losophy and Literature 3:64-78.

Heiden, Bruce. 2007. The Muses’ Uncanny Lies: Hesiod, Theogony 27 and
Its Translators. AJP 128:153-75.

Kreeft, Peter, and Ronald K. Tacelli. 1994. Handbook of Christian Apologet-
ics. Downers Grove, I1L.: InterVarsity Press.

Mheallaigh, Karen Ni. 2008. Pseudo-Documentarism and the Limits of
Ancient Fiction. AJP 129:403-31.

Miller, James E. 2006. Raw Material: Studies in Biblical Sexuality. Online:
http://www.othersheep.org.

Morgan, Kathryn A. 2000. Myth and Philosophy from the Pre-Socratics to
Plato. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Niehoft, Maren R. 2007. Did the Timaeus Create a Textual Community?
Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 47:161-91.

Preuss, Horst Dietrich. 1995. Old Testament Theology. Vol. 1 Translated by
Leo G. Perdue. OTL. Louisville: Westminster John Knox.

Rad, Gerhard von. 1962. The Theology of Israel’s Historical Traditions. Vol.
1 of Old Testament Theology. Translated by D. M. G. Stalker. New York:
Harper & Row.

———. 1965. The Theology of Israel’s Prophetic Traditions. Vol. 2 of Old Tes-
tament Theology. Translated by D. M. G. Stalker. New York: Harper &
Row.



MILLER: ANCIENT GREEK DEMYTHOLOGIZING 227

Rohde, Erwin. 1925. Psyche: The Cult of Souls and Belief in Immortality
among the Greeks. New York: Harcourt, Brace.

Sheaffer, Robert. 1991. The Making of the Messiah: Christianity and Resent-
ment. Buffalo: Prometheus.

Stern, Jacob. 1996 Palaephatus: On Unbelievable Tales. Wauconda, Ill.:
Bolchazy-Carducci.

Warmington, E. H. 1935. Remains of Old Latin. 4 vols. LCL. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press.

Wright, Nicholas Thomas. 2003. The Resurrection of the Son of God. Chris-
tian Origins and the Question of God 3. Minneapolis: Fortress.

Wright, N. T., and Marcus J. Borg. 2007. The Meaning of Jesus: Two Visions.
San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco.






MYTH, ALLEGORY, AND THE DERVENI PAPYRUS

John T. Fitzgerald

One of the most notorious aspects of ancient Greek myth was its frequent
depiction of the gods as engaging in conduct that is morally problematic.
The scandalous manner in which various myths portrayed the gods was
doubtless one of the factors that made them popular in many social circles,
but these same immoral depictions raised a number of serious intellectual
and ethical questions that were debated at length throughout antiquity.
The fundamental question was whether these common depictions of the
gods were true. If so, the gods were often exemplars of vice rather than of
virtue, and human morality was in many instances conspicuously supe-
rior to divine morality.! In that case, why should humans pray to the gods
and give them homage? Furthermore, if the gods were inveterate liars and
hypocrites, why should one trust them or give heed to what they said? The
basic answer for those who accepted the literal veracity of the myths was
that the gods were stronger and more powerful than humans, so it was
only prudent for mortals to acknowledge the greater power of the divine.
Yet such acknowledgment implied that worship of the gods was essentially
concerned with power management, that is, with controlling divine power
so as to ensure that humans benefited from that power rather than being
harmed by it. One did not have to love Zeus, but it was foolish to ignore
him and risk his ire.

1. Isocrates, who rejected the poetic attribution of ignoble dispositions and
actions to the gods, argued that such depictions made the gods inferior to humans
in either morality or power: “According to your own reasoning, the gods are not free
from the two most disgraceful faults: for if they do not want their children to be vir-
tuous, they are inferior in character to human beings; but if, on the other hand, they
desire it but are at a loss how to effect it, they are more impotent than the sophists!”
(Bus. 43, LCL).

-229-
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Although many Greeks continued to believe the traditional image
of the gods as given by early authors such as Homer and Hesiod, others
began to call these depictions into question. The first to do so were the
pre-Socratic philosophers, especially the Ionians. Xenophanes of Colo-
phon (sixth century B.C.E.), for example, lambasted Homer and Hesiod
because they “have attributed to the gods all things that are shameful and
areproach: thievery, adultery, and deception of each other” (DK 21 B 11 ).2
The same charge is repeated in another fragment of his: “They have spoken
as much as possible concerning the wicked deeds of the gods: stealing,
committing adultery, deceiving each other” (DK 21 B 12). Such philoso-
phers were not content merely to criticize traditional theology and religion
but also offered their own conceptions of the divine as an alternative. These
new conceptions were usually rationalistic or naturalistic or both. Xeno-
phanes, for example, mocked traditional anthropomorphic conceptions of
the divine (DK 21 B 14-16), arguing that “there is one god, greatest among
gods and men, like to men neither in body nor in soul” (DK 21 B 23). This
is an early instance of what is today increasingly called “pagan monothe-
ism” (Athanassiadi and Frede 1999), that is, one high god with numerous
lesser and subservient deities. Of this highest deity, Xenophanes says, “He
sees as a whole, he knows wholly, and hears wholly” (DK 21 B 24). “But
without toil he sets all into motion, by the thought in his mind” (DK 21
B 25). “Always he remains in the same place, not moving at all, nor is it
appropriate to change his position from one place to another” (DK 21 B
26). As these comments suggest, Xenophanes is “the first thinker system-
atically to formulate the conception of a cosmic god” (Kahn 1996, 1628).
These competing theological claims resulted in an impasse that betrayed
human uncertainty about the divine. Xenophanes thus concludes with the
concession, “In respect to the truth, no man has there been or will be who
knows about the gods and the things which I mention. Even if a man hap-
pened to speak the truth, nevertheless he doesn’t know it” (DK 21 B 34).

Allegory arises in the broader context of this theological debate and
is employed as a tertium quid to address the standoff between traditional
theology and new philosophical perspectives on deity. This stalemate was

2. On Xenophanes see esp. Lesher 1992. Fragments of the pre-Socratic philoso-
phers are cited from Diels-Krantz 1954 (abbreviated DK). The first number after DK
indicates the chapter number, A indicates texts dealing with the individual’s life and
teaching, B indicates the person’s fragments, and the final number is the fragment
number. Translations of Xenophanes are those of Rice and Stambaugh 1979, 31-32.
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the ancient equivalent of later tensions between faith and reason as well
as the modern conflict between religion and science. Allegory, to be sure,
probably has a genesis in archaic Greek poetry that is completely separate
and apart from this theological debate,® but it was quickly employed in
that debate as a means of reconciling these conflicts, especially since “it
could be used to find deeper meanings in received texts and thereby rescue
them from charges of superficiality, error, or blasphemy” (Konstan and
Ramelli 2009, 780).

An allegorical interpretation of a passage or myth offered no less than
three distinct advantages. First, it rescued the text from the “fundamen-
talists” of antiquity who were willing to defend its literal meaning, even
when that meaning was morally horrific. Second, it defended the authors
of authoritative texts from charges of blasphemy or ignorance because of
the unethical character traits and immoral actions attributed to the deities
in the myths. Allegory thus had an apologetic function. Third, it simulta-
neously shielded the allegorists from charges of impiety that would have
been leveled against them by opponents if they had simply attacked vener-
able figures such as Homer and/or the religiously authoritative texts they
had written.

According to ancient tradition, the first pre-Socratic thinker to
employ allegory for this purpose was the grammarian and literary critic
Theagenes of Rhegium (fl. 525 B.C.E.), who dealt with the problem of the
Theomachia in books 20 and 21 of the Iliad, where the gods participate
in the Trojan War and attack one another. This conspicuous “strife of the
gods” (II. 20.66: bedv €ptot) stood in vivid contrast to the harmonious por-
trait that Xenophanes endeavored to promote with his idea of one high
god who effortlessly sways the entire cosmos by the thoughts of his mind.
Instead of attacking Homer as Xenophanes had done, Theagenes defended
him by interpreting the divine strife as an allegory of the endless “strife” of
the nature of the elements.* The much later neoplatonic author Porphyry

3. On the history of ancient allegory see esp. McGonagill 2001; and Ramelli
and Lucchetta 2004. For a collection of classical allegorical works and fragments, see
Ramelli 2007. According to Heraclitus (All 5), “there are plenty of passages” in which
the lyric poet Alcaeus (born ca. 620-615 B.C.E.) uses allegory, including frg. 326 (Lobel
and Page 1997) (on the ship of state). In that case, allegory has an origin separate from
the theological controversy in which it is employed.

4. Later pre-Socratics, such as Heraclitus and Empedocles, were to make “strife” a
key concept in their philosophy.
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(234-ca. 305 c.E.), who was interested in allegory and wrote an allegorical
interpretation of the Cave of the Nymphs that appears in book 13 of the
Odpyssey,> credits Theagenes with pioneering this interpretive technique,®
which is treated as a distinct type of diction (Aé&ig):

[1] The general discourse concerning the gods is fixed on what is inap-
propriate [douudopou], and, similarly, what is unseemly [dmpemoi], for
he [Homer] tells stories [udBoug] about the gods that are not seemly [od
mpémovtag]. [2] In regard to such an accusation [xatnyoplav], some apply
a solution from diction, believing that everything about the nature of the
elements has been said by allegory [@&A\nyoplat], as it were in the oppo-
sition of the gods. [3] For indeed they say that the dry fights with the
wet, the hot with the cold, and the light with the heavy; furthermore,
that water extinguishes fire, but fire dries water. [4] Similarly, the oppo-
sition accrues to all the elements out of which the universe consists to
admit of destruction once in part, but to remain eternally with respect to
the whole. [5] [They say] that he arranges battles by naming fire Apollo,
Helios, and Hephaestus, the water Poseidon and Scamander, the moon
Artemis, the air Hera etc. [6] Similarly, sometimes he even puts names
of gods for their dispositions, Athena for wisdom, Ares for stupidity,
Aphrodite for desire, Hermes for speech, and they associate [these dis-
positions] with them. [7] So, this type of defense [dmoAoylag], being quite
old and from Theagenes of Rhegium, who first wrote about Homer, is
from diction.”

ORPHEUS AND DIONYSUS

The allegorical method was applied not only to the texts of Homer and
Hesiod but also to those attributed to the mythical figure of Orpheus,
who was often seen as the worst offender. The orator Isocrates denounces
blasphemous poets in general and Orpheus in particular for calumnies

5. Porphyry, De antro nympharum. For a translation see Lamberton 1983.

6. For the view that allegorical interpretation of Homer begins with Pherecydes of
Syros (sixth century B.C.E.), see Tate 1927.

7. Porphyry, Quaest. hom. Il. on Il. 20.67-75; the translation is that of MacPhail
2011 (slightly modified). For the Greek text see DK 8 A 2. Porphyry emphasizes the
problematic nature of the Homeric text by placing “inappropriate” and “not seemly”
at the beginning of the first two sentences, respectively, and “unseemly” at the end of
the first sentence.



FITZGERALD: MYTH, ALLEGORY, AND THE DERVENI PAPYRUS 233

(Bracdnuiar) against the gods, and he gleefully recounts their sufferings
as a consequence:

The poets ... declare that the offspring of the immortals have perpetrated
as well as suffered things more atrocious than any perpetrated or suf-
fered by the offspring of the most impious of mortals; aye, the poets
have related about the gods themselves tales more outrageous than
anyone would dare tell concerning their enemies. For not only have
they imputed to them thefts and adulteries, and vassalage among men,
but they have fabricated tales of the eating of children, the castrations
of fathers, the fetterings of mothers, and many other crimes [dvouicg].
For these blasphemies the poets, it is true, did not pay the penalty they
deserved, but assuredly they did not escape punishment altogether: some
become vagabonds begging for their daily bread; others became blind;
another spent all his life in exile from his fatherland and in warring with
his kinsmen; and Orpheus, who made a point of rehearsing these tales,
died by being torn asunder. Therefore, if we are wise, we shall not imitate
their tales, nor while passing laws for the punishment of libels against
each other, shall we disregard the unreserved [mappyoiag] vilification of
the gods; on the contrary, we shall be on our guard and consider equally
guilty of impiety [doefeiv] those who recite and those who believe such
lies.®

The cult of Dionysus® was similarly denounced, not only because of vari-
ous things that initiates did (or were believed to do) that were deemed
disgraceful—such as singing hymns to the phallus! as well as tearing ani-
mals to pieces and eating their flesh raw!!—but also because Orpheus was

8. Isocrates, Bus. 38-40 (LCL, modified). Different versions of Orpheuss death
circulated in antiquity (see Pausanias, Descr. 9.30.5-11; and Graf 1986, 85-86), but the
most common tradition was that he died when he was torn into pieces, either by Thra-
cian women or Bacchic maenads. Isocrates gives Orpheus’s death a moralizing inter-
pretation, treating it as divine punishment for his slandering the gods. On mappnaia,
“frank and unfettered speech,” see the studies in Fitzgerald 1996.

9. For a collection of some of the most important sources for the Greek mysteries
of Dionysus, see Meyer 1987, 63-109. On Dionysiac cult associations, see esp. Hen-
richs 1983.

10. Heraclitus of Ephesus charged that “if it were not to Dionysus that they made
the procession and sung the hymn to the shameful parts, the deed would be most
shameless” (DK 22 B 15; the translation is that of Kirk et al. 1983, 209.

11. Euripides’s Bacchae is the classic text for the depiction of Dionysus and Dio-
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believed to have founded the ancient Greek mysteries of Dionysus,!? having
modeled them on the Egyptian rites for Osiris.!* Particular opprobrium
was reserved for the Orpheotelestai, the “initiators of Orpheus,” to whom
Theophrastus depicts the superstitious man going every month, accom-
panied by his wife (or if she is too busy, the nurse) and his children, for
initiation into the cult (Char. 16.12).1* They appear to have been itinerant
initiation priests who hawked their soteriological wares and touted their
divinely given power, going “door-to-door” to convince the rich that they
had need of their sacred services, which were effective for both the living
and the dead. Their wares included a “hubbub of books” (Plato, Resp. 364e)
that they used in their rituals, which were accompanied by purifications
(xaBappof) for the living and special rites, called “initiations” (teAetal) for
the deceased, which enabled them to escape the terrors of Hades (Resp.
364b-365a). So effective was this religious craftsmanship and the market-
ing campaign that accompanied it that not only individual laypeople but
also entire city-states embraced the worship of Dionysus as well as the
Orphic soteriology and eschatology that were central to it (Resp. 364e).!>

The preceding remarks provide the necessary context for appreciat-
ing the nature and purpose of an important work on Orphic mythology
known as the Derveni papyrus, and it is to the discussion of this papyrus
that we now turn.

nysian religion from an author who was particularly critical of the attribution of moral
shortcomings to the gods.

12. Apollodorus, Bibl. 1.3.2. For the link between Orpheus and the Dionysian
mysteries, see also Euripides, Rhes. 943-944; Aristophanes, Ran. 1032; Plato, Prot.
316d; Pseudo-Demosthenes, Or. 25.11 (= I Aristog. 11); Diodorus Siculus 1.23.1-8;
96.2-6; 3.65.6; 4.25.3; 5.77.3; Pausanias, Descr. 2.30.2; 9.30.4; 10.7.2.

13. Diodorus Siculus 1.23.2; 96.4-6; 4.25.3; Plutarch, frg. 212 (Sandbach).
Herodotus (Hist. 2.81) links Bacchic and Orphic burial rites, derived via Pythagoras
from Egypt. Cf. Kern 1922, frg. 237.

14. For bibliography dealing with these itinerant priests, see Diggle 2004, 369-70.
The idea of monthly initiations causes some scholars (e.g., Diggle 2004, 369) to inter-
pret TeleagByobpevos in terms of “to participate in the rites,” “to take the sacrament,’
or “to be consecrated”; but the suggestion of multiple initiations into the same cult is
likely to be part of Theophrastus’s mockery of the superstitious person.

15. On the Orpheotelestai and their religious craftsmanship, see esp. Burkert
1983, 4-6.
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THE DERVENI PAPYRUS

The Derveni papyrus was discovered in January of 1962 near Derveni, a
mountain pass located about 12 kilometers northeast of the city of Thes-
saloniki in modern Greece. It was found in the debris of a funeral pyre on
which it had been burned about 300 B.C.E., with the bones of the person
who had been cremated placed in a bronze volute krater inside a tomb
near the site of the pyre. When discovered, the tomb had not been plun-
dered, so that a large number of items were found, but none that revealed
the name of the deceased, though it is clear that he was a member of the
Macedonian elite. The Derveni papyrus had been partly incinerated, and
the remaining upper portion of the papyrus was badly charred and in a
highly friable condition. To preserve the papyrus, sheets were separated
and fragments placed between glass plates.!¢ Reconstructing the papyrus,
especially its more damaged columns, proved difficult, and the official edi-
tion of the papyrus, accompanied by an English translation, introduction,
and commentary, was not published until 2006 (Kouremenos et al. 2006).
Long before that date, however, investigation of the contents of the papy-
rus had begun, with numerous studies already published.!” Now that the
official edition has appeared, research on the papyrus will doubtless inten-
sify and new publications will multiply.!8

The Derveni papyrus is a fourth-century B.C.E. copy of a work that
was composed about 400 B.C.E. or perhaps a few decades earlier. The sur-
viving document consists of twenty-six columns of varying breadth and
length, with a large number of the columns devoted to the explication of
an Orphic cosmogonic and theogonic poem that was written in hexam-
eters and dates from about 500 B.C.E. The Derveni author (as the author
of the autograph is usually called) quotes this poem some twenty-four
times, then proceeds to indicate the true meaning of the teaching given by
Orpheus in the poem.

16. On the discovery and preservation of the Derveni papyrus, see Tsantsanoglou
in Kouremenos et al. 2006, 1-5; on the contents of the tomb where the deceased was
buried, see Barr-Sharrar 2008, 16-18.

17. Some of the most important studies are those of West 1983; Janko 1997, 2001,
2002; Laks and Most 1997; and Betegh 2004.

18. Another edition of the Derveni papyrus text has already appeared in the
Teubner series, prepared by Bernabé 2007.
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The Derveni author’s interpretation of the Orphic mythological poem
is remarkable in a number of ways, three of which merit mention. First,
he claims that the entire poem is an allegory and is to be interpreted as
such. Orpheus, he says, “did not want to tell them unbelievable riddles,
but important things in riddles. In fact, he is speaking allegorically from
his very first word right through to his last” (7.5-8).1° This is not the piece-
meal application of allegorical interpretation to particular passages that
are morally unseemly or problematic in other ways, but rather the use of
allegory as a comprehensive method for reading myth.

Second, the author interprets the myth in terms of the science of his
day. As is well known, pre-Socratic thinkers were particularly interested
in nature and the physical universe, and they gave great attention to the
origins of the cosmos, the basic structure of things, and the coherence of
things as a whole. Our author cites Heraclitus of Ephesus (fl. 500 B.C.E.) by
name (4.8-10), but he is particularly indebted to the physics of Anaxago-
ras (ca. 500-428 B.C.E.), and his thought has pronounced affinities to that
of Diogenes of Apollonia (fl. 440-430 B.C.E.), a thinker who was himself
indebted to the thought of Anaxagoras and is generally regarded as the last
of the pre-Socratic philosophers. The allegorical method had already been
used by Diogenes to interpret Homer. According to Philodemus, “Dio-
genes praises Homer on the ground that he spoke not mythically but in
accord with reality about the divine: for he says that (Homer) believes that
Air is Zeus, since (Homer) says that Zeus is omniscient.”?? This kind of
interpretation was designed “to reconcile traditional religious belief and
practice with the latest scientific progress” (Janko 2001, 5).

The Derveni author does the same thing but appears to go even fur-
ther than Diogenes in seeking to give a comprehensive “scientific” inter-
pretation of myth. He puts forth the revolutionary thesis that all the Greek
deities—Sky, Kronos, Zeus, Earth, Ocean, Air, Mother, Rhea, Aphrodite,
Fate, Harmony, Persuasion, and all the other divinities—whether male or
female, are simply different names for one and the same God (see esp.
21.5-7; 22.7-11; Janko 2002, 3). Furthermore, he argues that Orpheus “is
giving hints about physical reality [mepl Tév mpayuatwy] throughout his
composition” (13.5-6), so that his poem is really a cosmological allegory
about the physical universe. The author then proceeds to show how the

19. Translations of the papyrus are chiefly those of Janko 2002 or Tsantsanoglou
and Pardssoglou in Kouremenos et al. 2006, sometimes modified.
20. Printed in DK 64 A 8; the translation is that of Janko 1997, 80.



FITZGERALD: MYTH, ALLEGORY, AND THE DERVENI PAPYRUS 237

philosophical doctrines of Anaxagoras and Diogenes were anticipated and
taught by Orpheus.

For example, basic to Anaxagorean and Diogenean physics is the
thesis that “nothing comes to be or passes away, but it only appears to do
so; rather, things combine and separate. Things are named according to
which of the elements dominates [émixpateiv] in them” (Janko 1997, 64).
Consequently, when the Orphic poem reads:

Of the firstborn king, the reverend one,?! and upon him all

the immortals grew, blessed gods and goddesses,

and rivers and lovely springs and everything else

that had been born; and he himself became the sole one (16.3-6),

Orpheus “is indicating that the things which exist [ta évta] have always
[¢el] existed, and those which now are [t viv éévtar] arise from existent
things [éx T@v Umapyxovtwy]” (16.7-8). “As for the phrase ‘and he himself
became the sole one; by saying this he makes it clear that Mind [volg],
being alone, is always worth everything, as if the rest were nothing”
(16.9-11).

Next, he proceeds to identify Mind with Air, and subsequently to
identify both Air and Fate with Zeus. “Air existed before it was named,
and then it was named. For Air existed even before those things which
now exist were put together, and it will always exist. For it did not come
to be, but existed [00 y&p éyéveto, d&M& v]” (17.1-3). “Each single thing
is named after its dominant element. All things were called “Zeus’ by the
same principle, for Air dominates all things so far as it wishes” (19.1-4).

Similarly, “Orpheus called wisdom ‘Fate’ [Moira]” (18.6-7), and
“before being called “Zeus, Fate was the wisdom of God forever and always.
But because (Fate) had been called “Zeus, he was [wrongly] thought to
have come into existence [yevéafat], although he had always existed before
but was not named” (18.9-12).

In short, only the names of the deities are new, and the different names
serve to mark new stages in the history of the cosmos. Orpheus employed
polyonomy in regard to the one high god of the cosmos; this means that
Zeus was neither “born” nor came into existence at a particular point in
theogonic history but always existed. At a key point in cosmic history, the
one high deity became known as “Zeus,” and this continues to be his name

21. Or, “the penis of the first-born king,” as Janko (2002, 33) and others translate it.
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at the present time. Furthermore, “this will continue to be his name so
long as the things which now exist are put together in the same element in
which they had been suspended when they were pre-existent” (17.7-11).

Third, the Derveni author not only uses the poem to articulate his
own theology and cosmology but also repeatedly attacks alternative inter-
pretations of the poem. He refers derisively to nonallegorical interpreters
of the myths as those who “do not understand” (o0 ywwoxovreg: 9.2; 12.5;
18.14; 23.5; 26.8; see also 20.2). Inasmuch as such people are identical to
those who refuse to learn (00 pavlavouaw), they are in a state of ignorance
(Gpabin: 5.9-10) and thus “quite mistaken” (é£auaptévouat) in their inter-
pretations (12.4-5). Allegorists such as himself, by contrast, are counted
among “those who correctly comprehend” (tols dpbéis ywdaxovaty: 23.2)
because they have deciphered the difficult riddles found in the texts of
Orpheus (7.4-5).22

THREE AIMS OF THE DERVENI AUTHOR

The ultimate aim of the Derveni author is debated, but at least three pur-
poses seem quite likely.?* First, he sets out to demonstrate that Orpheus
composed a “hymn that tells of wholesome and permissible things” (7.2).
His poem is not intended as legislation for the masses but is designed “to
teach those who are pure of hearing” (7.10-11). His aim, in short, is apolo-
getic. Orphic myths, which seemed grotesque to many people, are not at
all repugnant, but wholesome when they are properly interpreted by those
who are morally pure.

Second, he insists “that mere participation in sacred rites cannot be
effective unless accompanied by understanding.”** Column 20 is a blistering
attack on “those people who have performed the rites and been initiated in
the cities,” but who nevertheless “do not comprehend them” (20.1-2). Even
worse are those who have paid the initiation fee, been privately instructed,

22. The material in this paragraph is borrowed from my brief discussion of the
Derveni papyrus in Fitzgerald 2004. Note: Anyone who consults this article will find a
number of mistakes (repetitions, etc.) that the copyeditor, without consultation, intro-
duced after I had submitted it. The publisher has promised to correct these should
there ever be a corrected edition.

23. See the survey and discussion by Kouremenos in Kouremenos et al. 2006,
45-58. I make no claim that the three listed aims are exhaustive.

24. Kouremenos in Kouremenos et al. 2006, 46.
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and yet depart from the initiation ceremony with no more understanding
than they had beforehand. Such people have wasted their money (20.3-12),
and his interpretation will impart to his readers the knowledge that they
should have received when initiated but did not.?>

Third, the Derveni author offers allegory as an interpretive strategy
that prevents the dismissal of Orphic theology by those who think that the
literal meaning of the myths is ridiculous. Seen in this way, allegory for
him is fundamentally a religious practice (Laks 1997, 138), undertaken for
the explicit theological purpose of comprehending the meaning of a hieros
logos, a sacred utterance or sacred story, such as the poem that he expli-
cates.?® But it is more than that. It is a necessary practice when approach-
ing religious mythology because ignorance is tantamount to lack of faith
(5.10), and “to take rituals and sacred texts literally, rather than interpret
them allegorically as an explanation of the universe fully in accord with
Anaxagorean physics, is to risk losing one’s faith” (Janko 2002, 3). Thus he
criticizes profane individuals who, overcome by error and pleasure, do not
believe in the “terrors of Hades” (5.5-11) that were a standard component
of Orphic myth and initiation rites.

As these three aims imply, the Derveni author was neither an opponent
of Orphism nor one who was disdainful of religion and religious texts. He
is rather, to use the language of Amos Funkenstein (1986),%” a “secular
theologian” committed to both religion and science. “He firmly believes
that both Orpheus’ revelation and contemporary physics are true,” though
obviously not in the same way (Most 1997, 122). On the one hand, he is
“an up to date believer in divine providence and omnipotence” (Laks 1997,
138), a man for whom “Orpheus is his central spiritual authority” (Most
1997, 122). On the other hand, he is fully convinced of the truth of Anax-
agorean physics, and he interprets Orpheus in that scientific light. He is, in
short, an ancient example of religious secularization (Laks 1997, 138), “a
movement within religion that does not dream of questioning the author-
ity of a sacred text but accepts the challenge of accommodating that text
to the most up-to-date doctrines of contemporary secular science” (Most

25. On the links between the text and initiation, see esp. Calame 1997, 2005; and
Obbink 1997, 2003.

26. On the hieros logos (sacred utterance or story) in Greek religion, see Baumgar-
ten 1998.

27.1 owe the reference to Funkenstein to both Laks 1997, 138 n. 58; and Most
1997, 122.
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1997, 122). His work stems from a period of religious crisis in Greece,
which culminated with the execution of Socrates in 399 B.C.E. on charges
of impiety. For him, the true impiety was for the profane to dismiss Orphic
myth because of a mistaken idea about what it meant. Uncomprehending
initiates, on the other hand, deserve pity (20.5, 8) because they sought
knowledge but were not given it. Through his allegorical interpretation of
the sacred story, he offered enlightenment to all who wished to know the
truth of Orphic teaching.
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MyTH THEORIZING AND THE BIBLE: A CONVERSATION






THE L1rFE OoF KING SAUL AS MYTH

Robert A. Segal

The study of hero myths goes back at least to 1871, when the Victorian
anthropologist E. B. Tylor argued that many of them follow a uniform plot:
the hero is exposed at birth, is saved by other humans or animals, and
grows up to become a national hero (see Tylor 1871, 1:254-55).! In 1876
the Austrian scholar Johann Georg von Hahn used fourteen cases to argue
that all “Aryan” hero tales follow an “exposure and return” formula more
comprehensive than Tylor’s (see von Hahn 1876, 340). In each case the
hero is born illegitimately, out of the fear of the prophecy of his future
greatness is abandoned by his father, is saved by animals and raised by a
lowly couple, fights wars, returns home triumphant, defeats his persecu-
tors, frees his mother, becomes king, founds a city, and dies young. Simi-
larly, in 1928 the Russian folklorist Vladimir Propp sought to demonstrate
that in Russian fairy tales the hero goes off on a successful adventure and
upon his return marries and gains the throne (see Propp 1968). Propp’s
pattern skirts both the birth and the death of the hero.

All three of these scholars limited themselves to finding a pattern and,
despite their own theoretical inclinations, did not seek to answer the main
theoretical questions: What are the origin, function, and subject matter of
hero myths? Of the scholars who have not only delineated patterns but also
considered these theoretical questions, the most important have been the
Viennese psychoanalyst Otto Rank (1884-1939), the American mythogra-
pher Joseph Campbell (1904-1987), and the English folklorist Lord Raglan
(1885-1964). Rank later broke irreparably with Sigmund Freud, but when
he wrote the first edition of The Myth of the Birth of the Hero (Der Mythus
von der Geburt des Helden [1909]), he was a Freudian apostle (ET 1914).?

1. On the history of hero patterns, see Dundes 1990 [1977].
2. On the change from the first, Freudian edition of Myth to the second, post-

-245-
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Freud himself wrote the section of the work on the “family romance” (see
Rank 2004, 59-62; Freud 1959). While Campbell was never a full-fledged
Jungian, he wrote The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949) as a kindred soul
of Jung. Raglan wrote The Hero (1936 [citations are from Rank et al. 1990])
as a theoretical ally of Frazer. The most influential recent theorist of hero
myths has been the French-born literary theorist René Girard. But unlike
Rank, Campbell, and Raglan, Girard offers no pattern for hero myths (see
especially Girard 1977).

I will outline the theories of Rank and Raglan and then apply them
to the life of King Saul.> With more space, I would do the same with the
theories of Campbell and Girard.

OT1TO RANK

The Myth of the Birth of the Hero evinces early psychoanalytic theory.
Contemporary Freudians, spurred by the development of ego psychol-
ogy, regard myth far more positively than Freud and the early Rank did.
For contemporary psychoanalysts, myths solve problems rather than per-
petuate them, are progressive rather than regressive, and abet adjustment
to the world rather than flight from it. Myths serve to sublimate and redi-
rect, not merely to vent, bottled-up drives. Myths are as different from
dreams as akin to them. And myths serve everyone, not just neurotics.*
Nevertheless, Rank’s monograph remains the classic Freudian analysis of
hero myths.

For Rank, following Freud, heroism deals only with what Jungians
call the first half of life. The first half, from birth through young adult-
hood, involves the establishment of oneself as an independent person in
the external world. The attainment of independence expresses itself con-
cretely in the securing of a job and a mate. The securing of either requires
both separation from one’s parents and mastery of one’s instincts. To
depend on one’s parents for the satisfaction of instincts and to satisfy
instincts in antisocial ways is to be stuck, or fixated, at a childish psycho-
logical level.

Freudian one, see my introduction to Rank 2004. Citations to the 1st edition are to
Rank et al. 1990.

3. For a full exposition of all four of these theories of hero myths, see my intro-
duction to Segal 2000, 1-38.

4. On the contemporary Freudian approach to myth, see Arlow 1961.
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Roughly paralleling von Hahn’s pattern, of which he was apparently
unaware, Rank’s pattern goes from the hero’s birth to his attainment of
a “career”:

The hero is the child of most distinguished parents, usually the son
of a king. His origin is preceded by difficulties, such as continence, or
prolonged barrenness, or secret intercourse of the parents due to exter-
nal prohibition or obstacles. During or before the pregnancy, there is a
prophecy, in the form of a dream or oracle, cautioning against his birth,
and usually threatening danger to the father (or his representative). As a
rule, he is surrendered to the water, in a box. He is then saved by animals,
or by lowly people (shepherds), and is suckled by a female animal or by
an humble woman. After he has grown up, he finds his distinguished
parents, in a highly versatile fashion. He takes his revenge on his father,
on the one hand, and is acknowledged, on the other. Finally he achieves
rank and honors. (Rank et al. 1990, 57)

Literally, or consciously, the hero, who is always male, is a historical
or legendary figure like Oedipus. The hero is heroic because he rises from
obscurity to the throne. Literally, he is an innocent victim of either his
parents or, ultimately, Fate. While his parents have yearned for a child
and abandon him only to save the father, they nevertheless do abandon
him. The hero’s revenge, if the parricide is even committed knowingly,
is then understandable: who would not consider killing one’s would-be
killer?

Symbolically, or unconsciously, the hero is heroic not because he
dares to win a throne but because he dares to kill his father. The killing is
definitely intentional, and the cause is not revenge but sexual frustration:
“the deepest, generally unconscious root of the dislike of the son for the
father, or of two brothers for each other, is related to be competition for
the tender devotion and love of the mother” (Rank et al. 1990, 66). Too
horrendous to face, the true meaning of the hero myth gets covered up by
the concocted story. Rather than the culprit, the hero becomes an inno-
cent victim or at worst a justified avenger: “The fictitious romance [i.e.,
the myth] is the excuse, as it were, for the hostile feelings which the child
harbors against his father, and which in this fiction are projected against
the father” (Rank et al. 1990, 63). What the hero seeks gets masked as
power, not incest. Most of all, who the hero is becomes some third party,
a historical or legendary figure, rather than either the creator of the myth
or anyone stirred by it. Identifying himself with the literal hero, the myth-
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maker or reader vicariously revels in the heros triumph, which in fact is
his own. He is the real hero of the myth.

The royal or aristocratic pedigree of the hero bears on the second of the
two childhood wishes that hero myths fulfill: the wish for perfect parents.
This wish, not to be considered here, is separate from the Oedipal wish.

Literally, the myth culminates in the heros attainment of a throne.
Symbolically, the hero gains a mate as well. One might, then, conclude
that the myth fittingly expresses the Freudian goal of the first half of life. In
actuality, it expresses the opposite. The wish it fulfills is not for detachment
from one’s parents and from one’s antisocial instincts but, on the contrary,
for the most intense possible relationship to one’s parents and the most
antisocial of urges: parricide and incest, even rape. Taking one’s father’s
job and one’s mother’s hand does not quite spell independence of them.

The mythmaker or reader is an adult, but the wish vented is that of a
child of three to five: “Myths are, therefore, created by adults, by means
of retrograde childhood fantasies, the hero being credited with the myth-
maker’s personal infantile history” (Rank et al. 1990, 71). The fantasy is
the fulfillment of the Oedipal wish to kill one’s father in order to gain
access to one’s mother. The myth fulfills a wish never outgrown by the
adult who either invents or uses it. That adult is psychologically an eternal
child. He is neurotic: “There is a certain class of persons, the so-called
psychoneurotics, shown by the teachings of Freud to have remained chil-
dren, in a sense, although otherwise appearing grown-up” (Rank et al.
1990, 58). Since no mere child can overpower his father, the mythmaker
imagines being old enough to do so. In short, the myth expresses not the
Freudian goal of the first half of life but the fixated childhood goal that
keeps one from accomplishing it.

To be sure, the fullfillment of the Oedipal wish is symbolic rather than
literal, disguised rather than overt, unconscious rather than conscious,
vicarious rather than direct, and mental rather than physical. By identi-
fying himself with the hero, the creator or reader of the myth acts out in
his mind deeds that he would never dare act out in the real world. Still,
the myth does provide fulfillment of a kind and, in light of the conflict
between the neurotic’s impulses and the neurotic’s morals, provides the
best possible fulfillment.

Rank’s theory can be criticized on multiple grounds. One can grant
the pattern while denying the Freudian meaning, which, after all, reverses
the surface one. Or one can deny the pattern itself. Certainly the pattern
fits only those male hero myths that cover heroes in the first half of life.
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Excluded, for example, would be the bulk of the myths of Odysseus and
Aeneas, who are largely adult heroes. Rank’s own examples come from
Europe, the Near East, and India and may not fit heroes from elsewhere.

Rank’s pattern scarcely fits his own examples, a few of them biblical.
Moses, for example, is hardly the son of Pharaoh, does not kill or seek to
kill Pharaoh, and does not succeed Pharaoh. Moses is the son of lowly
rather than noble parents, is exposed by his parents to save rather than to
kill him, and is saved by the daughter of Pharaoh.

Yet far from oblivious to these departures from his scheme, Rank
appeals both to nonbiblical versions of the Moses saga that come closer
to his pattern and, even more, to aspects of the biblical account that hint
at the pattern. Pharaoh’s fear of the coming generation of Israelite males
and consequent attempt to have them killed at birth, while not directed
at Moses specifically, parallel a hero’s father’s fear and attempted killing
of his newborn son. Moses’ Israelite father, who is not even named, is
secondary to the story, which is about Moses versus Pharaoh. Lacunae at
the surface level hint at a disguise. The literal level masks, if also reveals,
the symbolic one.

LorD RAGLAN

Lord Raglan ties hero myths and in fact all myths to rituals. His brand of
“myth-ritualism” derives ultimately from the anthropologist J. G. Frazer
(1922) by way of the biblicist S. H. Hooke (1933). For both Frazer and
Hooke, myth provides the script for ritual. The key ritual involves the king,
but Frazer and Hooke conflate two forms of the ritual.®> In one form the
king is a mere human being and simply plays the role of the god. The
dramatic enactment of the death and rebirth of the god, who is the god of
vegetation, magically causes the rebirth of the presently dead god and in
turn of presently dead vegetation. The ritual is performed annually at the
end—the would-be end—of winter.

In the other form of the ritual the king is himself divine, with the god
of vegetation residing in him, and is actually killed and replaced. The soul
of the god is thereby transferred to the new king. The killing of the king
does not magically induce the killing of the god but on the contrary pre-

5. On the different versions of the ritual presented by both Frazer and Hooke, see
my introduction to Segal 1998, 4-6.
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serves the health of the god. The king is killed at the first sign of weakness
or at the end of a fixed term so short as to minimize the chance of illness
or death in office. The state of the king determines the state of the god of
vegetation and in turn the state of vegetation itself.

Raglan adopts this second version of the ritual.® The killing and
replacement of the king are the death and rebirth—better, the weakening
and reinvigoration—of the god of vegetation and therefore of vegetation
itself. The myth describes the life of the figure and the ritual enacts it. The
ritual functions to aid the community.

Venturing beyond both Frazer and Hooke, Raglan equates the king
with the hero. For Frazer and Hooke, the king may in effect be a hero to his
community, but Raglan labels him one. Like Rank, Raglan turns a theory
of myth in general into a theory of hero myths in particular. Moreover,
Raglan, like Rank, introduces his own detailed hero pattern, which he
applies to twenty-one myths, two of them biblical. Unlike Rank’s, Raglan’s
pattern extends from the hero’s conception all the way to his death and
thus covers both halves of life:

The hero’s mother is a royal virgin;

His father is a king, and

Often a near relative of his mother, but

The circumstances of his conception are unusual, and

He is also reputed to be the son of a god.

At birth an attempt is made, usually by his father or his mater-

nal grandfather, to kill him, but

He is spirited away, and

Reared by foster-parents in a far country.

We are told nothing of his childhood, but

10. On reaching manhood he returns or goes to his future king-
dom.

11. After a victory over the king and/or a giant, dragon, or wild
beast,

12. He marries a princess, often the daughter of his predecessor,
and

13. Becomes king.

S S

0 o N

6. For Raglan’s own ritualist analysis of the Oedipus myth, see Raglan 1933, espe-
cially ch. 26. In addition to The Hero, see Raglan 1945; 1949, especially chs. 9-10.
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14. For a time he reigns uneventfully, and

15. Prescribes laws, but

16. Later he loses favour with the gods and/or his subjects, and
17. Is driven from the throne and city, after which

18. He meets with a mysterious death,

19. Often at the top of a hill.

20. His children, if any, do not succeed him.

21. His body is not buried, but nevertheless

22. He has one or more holy sepulchres. (Rank et al. 1990, 138)

Clearly, parts 1-13 correspond roughly to Rank’s entire scheme,
though Raglan himself never read Rank. Six of Raglan’s cases duplicate
Rank’, and the anti-Freudian Raglan nevertheless also takes the case of
Oedipus as his standard.” The victory that gives the hero the throne is not,
however, Oedipal, for the vanquished is not necessarily his father, and the
father is not always the one who had sought his son’s death at birth. For
Rank, the heart of the hero pattern is gaining kingship—or other title. For
Raglan, the heart is losing kingship.

Rank’s hero succeeds at the expense of everyone else; Raglan’s saves
everyone else. In the myth Raglan’s hero is driven from the community,
and in the accompanying ritual is sacrificed by the community. Like RanK’s
hero, Raglan’s must be male. More narrowly than Rank’s hero, Raglan’s
must be not merely at least aristocratic but outright royal.

For all Raglan’s touting of the symbiosis of myth and ritual, his myth
and ritual seem incongruously out of sync. In the myth the protagonist
is usually human. In the ritual the protagonist is always divine. Raglan
nevertheless equates the hero of the myth with the god of the ritual. Many
of the events in the life of the hero are supernatural, so that the hero must
in fact be divine. Kingship links the hero to the god: heroes are kings, and
kings are gods. True, the hero must die, but the heros death accomplishes
a superhuman feat: it ensures the revival of vegetation and thereby the sur-
vival of the kingdom. Raglan’s heroes have the power to affect the physical
world, even if only by dying. And gods, not just humans, die.

Yet where the myth runs from the birth of the protagonist to his mys-
terious death, the ritual enacts only the portion of the myth that corre-

7. For Raglan’s own ritualist analysis of the Oedipus myth, see Raglan 1933, espe-
cially ch. 26.
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sponds to the replacement of the king: the exile of the incumbent. But for
Raglan the core of the myth—the toppling of the king—corresponds to
the undeniable core of the ritual—the killing of the king once he weakens
or completes his term. Strictly, the myth, which describes the life of a past
hero, is less the script than the inspiration for the ritual, which involves
the killing of the present king. Therefore the myth need not track the
ritual. The myth serves to spur the king to submit to the ritual and thereby
become the savior of his subjects.

Like Rank’s theory, Raglan’s can be questioned on various counts.
One might grant the mythic pattern but deny a connection to ritual. Or
one might grant some connection but deny that, in light of the dispar-
ity between the myth and the ritual, it takes Raglan’s form. Or one might
deny the pattern itself—denying either that it applies worldwide (see Cook
1965) or that it even applies substantially to Raglan’s own cases. By Rag-
lan’s own tally, none of his examples scores all twenty-two points, and one
scores only nine. What of hero myths in which the hero, rather than seek-
ing or becoming king, remains the outsider in conflict with the established
king—for example, Achilles’s conflict with Agamemnon in the Iliad (see
Jackson 1982)? Rank can at least assert that hero myths which stray from
his scheme are distortions created to keep the true pattern hidden. Raglan
has no comparable ploy: nothing in his pattern needs to be kept secret.
Why, then, do not any of his hero myths, not to say all hero myths, attain
perfect scores?

RANK APPLIED TO THE LIFE OF SAUL (1 SAMUEL 8-31)

Taken straightforwardly—that is, without the use of Rank—the life of Saul
is purportedly history. It tells the story of the selection of Saul as the first
king of Israel and of his career as king. Taken psychoanalytically, the life
of Saul is not history but fantasy. The life is not fantasy because the history
is unreliable—a charge that has been made more vehemently in the last
few decades by “minimalists” than ever before.® Rather, the life of Saul,
taken psychoanalytically, operates independently of history as a vehicle
for the realization of a childhood fantasy: a son killing his father. Whom
Saul wishes dead and who wishes Saul dead, we shall see. Where minimal-

8. “Minimalists” include the following authors in the bibliography: Exum, Finkel-
stein, Lemche, J. Miller, and Whitelam.
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ists reject the Bible as history, psychoanalysts see the Bible as operating
irrespective of history.

Taken straightforwardly, the life of Saul is about a nation. Saul’s trou-
bled personality is noteworthy only because of his office. Taken psycho-
analytically, the life of Saul is about a family. Taken straightforwardly, the
conflicts in Saul’s life are with Samuel, David, and God. Taken psychoana-
lytically, the main conflicts in Saul’s life are with his father. Taken straight-
forwardly, the conflicts are hard to avoid. Taken psychoanalytically, the
conflicts are unavoidable.

Looked at psychoanalytically, all of 1 and 2 Samuel is about succes-
sion. The focus is less on what judges and kings accomplish while in office
than on how long they last in office. Judgeship, like kingship, is at least
tacitly hereditary. Eli’s sons do not succeed him only because of their dis-
obedience. Samuel, having been adopted as a surrogate son, replaces Eli.
True, Samuel does not kill Eli, but Samuel in effect succeeds Eli even while
Eli is still alive. Under Eli, the ark is captured by the Philistines and his
sons are killed. Under Samuel, the ark is retrieved. The younger generation
outshines the older.

The relationship between Samuel and Saul is overtly antagonistic. In
the antimonarchical and anti-Saul narrative, which Julius Wellhausen
(1885 [1878]) called the Late Source and which has been argued over ever
since, the people demand a king.® As with Eli, so here: the judge’s sons
are unfit to succeed him. But the people also want a king “to govern us
like all the [other] nations” (1 Sam 8:4-6). Samuel takes their demand as
a rejection of him, even after God, committing the fallacy of the excluded
middle, assures him that it is he, God, who has really been rejected (see
8:7).10 Samuel thus delights in Saul’s subsequent failings and in conveying

9. On the history of textual scholarship since Wellhausen, see Weiser 1961, 157-
70; Eissfeldt 1965, 241-48; Fohrer 1968, 217-27; Birch 1976, ch. 6; Ishida 1977, 27-28;
Vannoy 1978, 197-225; Halpern 1981, ch. 6; Eslinger 1983, 61-63; Foresti 1984, 15-24;
Baldwin 1988, 20-32; Halpern 1988, ch. 8; Alter 1999, x—xi.

10. The demand for a king is predicted back in Deut 17:14-20, but there the
demand is not taken as a repudiation of God, in which case the demand in 1 Sam 8
is “legitimate”: see Jobling 1986, 58-63; 1998, 48-49. In Judges (8:22-9:57) Gideon
resists the call to be king, whereas his illegitimate son Abimelech makes himself king;
see Jobling 1986, 64-89; 1998, 46-50. On Samuel as self-servingly opposing God’s
decision to grant kingship, see Polzin 1989, 81-88.
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to Saul invariably bad news.!! Samuel dies before Saul and so can hardly
kill him. But as with Eli, so with Saul: the news of God’s rejection conveyed
by Samuel does Saul in. And while Saul dies by his own sword rather than
at the hands of someone else, the selection of David in place of him is what
drives him to “self-harm.

In the anti-Saul narrative God takes Israel’s demand for a king as rejec-
tion because till now God has deemed himself the king of Israel: “they [the
people] have rejected me from being king over them” (1 Sam 8:7).!2 God
thereby makes the king, whoever he is, equal to himself. And surely the
elders demand a king in part because of the failure of God so far to defeat
Israel’s enemies.!? In his farewell speech Samuel condemns the people’s
pairing of Saul with God: “And when you [the people] saw that Nahash
the king of the Ammonites came against you, you said to me, ‘No, but a
king shall reign over us; when the Lorp your God was your king” (12:12).

For God, the rejection is like that of a father rejected by his children,
as in the case of King Lear—though here by his sons insofar as the elders,
who demand a king, are all male. Like a father, God has liberated his chil-
dren from slavery in Egypt, given them the promised land, and begun to
defeat their enemies. Yet they have continually rejected him by above all
“serving other gods” (8:8). And who is to replace God now? One of his
“sons.”

For God to view a human king as his replacement, he must see that
king as more than human. Hence even in the anti-Saul narrative Saul,
while chosen by lot'* and while ridiculed for hiding “among the baggage”
when Samuel arrives (10:22), is still “taller than any of the people from his
shoulders upward” (10:23). In mythology, in contrast to sophisticated the-
ology, the difference between gods and humans is one of degree only: gods
are bigger, stronger, or handsomer than humans.!> (That God is anthropo-
morphized is exemplified in Samuel’s speaking “in the ears of the LOorRD”

11. On Samuel as self-servingly supporting Saul against God’s decision to remove
him, see Polzin 1989, 104, 146-47.

12. On God as king, see Halpern 1981, 61-85.

13. On the Philistine god as possibly stronger than the Israelite God, see Miller
and Roberts 1977, 66-75.

14. On the place of lots here and elsewhere in 1 Samuel, see Lindblom 1962b;
Polzin 1989, 103-4.

15. On Gilgamesh as bigger, stronger, and handsomer than his subjects because
he is two-thirds divine, see Callender 2000, 99-100.
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[8:21].) When, in even the anti-Saul narrative, Samuel declares to the
people, “Do you see him whom the LorD has chosen? There is none like
him among all the people” (10:24), Saul is again being elevated to divinity.!¢
The pro-monarchy and pro-Saul narrative that Wellhausen called the Early
Source describes Saul not only as likewise “taller than any of the people”
“from his shoulders upward” but also as the “handsomest” man in Israel
(9:2)—an additional mark of divinity.!” Saul need scarcely be godlike in all
respects to qualify as a god. Few gods are divine in more than one respect.!8

The psychoanalytic stake in elevating Saul to a god is to put him on a
par with God “the father” There cannot be a conflict between father and
son if the father is divine and the son human, even while allowing for cases
of crossbreeding such as that of Heracles. Saul’s being put on a par with
God makes God his human father.

According to the pro-Saul narrative, God appoints Saul to succeed
where Israel, even under Samuel’s dutiful leadership, has so far failed: to
defeat the ever-threatening Philistines. As God himself says to Samuel just
before Saul arrives, “Tomorrow about this time I will send to you a man
from the land of Benjamin, and you shall anoint him to be prince over my
people Israel. He shall save my people from the hand of the Philistines”
(9:16). Together with his son Jonathan, Saul does defeat Israel’s enemies:
“When Saul had taken the kingship over Israel, he fought against all his
enemies on every side, ... and delivered Israel out of the hands of those
who plundered them” (14:47-48). Yet even so, Saul loses God’s favor and
thereby his royal line. (By contrast, in the anti-Saul source, God takes
credit for saving Israel: see 1:18-19.)

The pro-Saul material gives several reasons for Saul’s loss of favor. The
first reason is that the desperate Saul, with his army deserting him, offers
sacrifices himself rather than waiting any longer for Samuel.!® This reason

16. To be sure, God faults Samuel for assuming that Jesse’s son Eliab is God’s
choice to succeed Saul just because of Eliab’s height and looks: see 1 Sam 16:6-12. See
Alter 1981, 149-50; Edelman 1991, 115.

17. The folkloristic character of 1 Sam 9:1-10:16 has been recognized since Gress-
mann 1921, 26ff.

18. On the king as God’s son, see von Rad 1962, 41-42.

19. On this sin, see Smith 1899, 96-98; Goldman 1951, 71-72; Hertzberg 1964,
105-6; Ackroyd 1971, 105-6; Gunn 1980, 33-40, 66-67; 1981, 93-94; McCarter 1980,
229-30; Klein 1983, 126-28; Gordon 1986, 133-34; Baldwin 1988, 104-6; Long 1989,
87-90, 132; Polzin 1989, 126-31; Edelman 1991, 77-80; Jobling 1998, 80-82; Alter
1999, 72-73; Nicholson 2002, 41-42; Green 2003, 237-40.



256 MYTH AND SCRIPTURE

is to be found in neither the main anti-Saul nor the pro-Saul material but
in what is conventionally considered a third source, one even more hostile
to Saul than the main anti-Saul source. Saul’s usurpation of the role of
Samuel again pits Saul against Samuel, who then gloatingly informs Saul
that had Saul not disobeyed, “the LorD would have established your king-
dom forever,” but that “now your kingdom shall not continue” and that
“the LorD has [already] sought out a man after his own heart; and the
Lorp has appointed him to be prince over his people” (13:13-14). Samuel,
while not quite restored to his premonarchical position, has bested his
rival and has set up the conflict between Saul and David.

The pro-Saul narrative makes Saul seem less disobedient than impul-
sive or careless. Saul commits three sins. First, he halts the priest’s con-
sulting the oracle to find out how to proceed when the noise from the
Philistines indicates that they are coming and that there is no time to wait
for God’s answer (see 14:19). Second, Saul fails to ensure that the pro-
hibition against eating on the day that the Philistines attacked reached
Jonathan, who eats honey (see 14:24-28). When informed of the prohi-
bition, Jonathan still allows his men to defy it—on the grounds that his
father’s prohibition has made the men too weak for battle (see 14:28-30).20
(Someone should have reminded Saul of Napoleon’s observation that an
army marches on its stomach.) Third, Saul’s men, faint from having fought
without eating, eat the captured spoils with the blood still in the animals’
bodies (see 14:31-33)—in violation of Lev 19:26 and Deut 12:16. Saul’s
disobedience in the pro-Saul narrative is not nearly so damning as that
in the anti-Saul narrative, for Saul proceeds to defeat decisively Israel’s
enemies (see 14:47-48). In the anti-Saul narrative Saul seems desperate to
please both Samuel and God but can never please either.

The anti-Saul narrative gives but one reason for Saul’s loss of God’s
favor: Saul’s failure to obey God’s commandment to kill all the Amale-
kites and all their animals (see 1 Sam 15).2! Again, Saul’s disobedience

20. On Jonathan’s action, see Smith 1899, 113-25; Goldman 1951, 79-80, 83-84;
Blenkinsopp 1964; Hertzberg 1964, 114-15, 117-18; Ackroyd 1971, 115; Mauchline
1971, 118-20; Gunn 1980, 65-69; 1981, 95-96; McCarter 1980, 250-52; Klein 1983,
138-43; Gordon 1986, 139-41; Baldwin 1988, 109-10; Polzin 1989, 135-37; Edelman
1991, 88-91; Alter 1999, 80-84; Green 2003, 243-47.

21. On this sin, see Smith 1899, 128-41; Goldman 1951, 89-90; Hertzberg 1964,
124-30; Ackroyd 1971, 122-23, 125-26; Mauchline 1971, 122-26; Gunn 1980, 41-56,
70-75; 1981, 97-99; McCarter 1980, 269-70; Klein 1983, 1