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This book is dedicated to my sons, Jacob and Jonah. Long may they 
continue to be utterly dependable and full of surprises.
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introduction

Tales of the Unexpected

Longing for Egypt comprises seven chapters devoted to seven distinct but 
overlapping biblical themes. Each chapter take as its starting point a widely 
or even universally held assumption or interpretation: (1) Exodus is an 
account of liberation from persecution and oppressive slavery; (2) God is a 
perfect, idealized king; (3) the Bible is inherently critical of other religions, 
their rituals, their followers and their gods; (4) the Bible shows little practi-
cal interest in the sins of non-Israelites; (5) the biblical conception of time 
is linear; (6) obedience is the ideal and anticipated response to biblical law, 
and (7) the Bible is inherently critical of foreign women. In each case I try 
to show through close readings of the Bible, sometimes through a rabbinic 
lens, that the textual reality is more complex. Many of my final conclusions 
about stock biblical ideas were unexpected even to me. Far more impor-
tantly, though, I think I show that the Hebrew Bible remains to this day 
replete with unexpected tales.
 Although these headlines may not reveal it, all seven chapters concern 
Israelite self-identity and relations with non-Israelites. Arguably the Bible’s 
most sensitive subject, for its authors and for present-day readers, identity 
and ‘the other’ are the topics most likely to generate complex texts on the 
one hand and, on the other, simple readings that conceal historical, ideologi-
cal, textual, psychological, sociological, ethical and theological complexity. 
I choose interpretative complexity because it produces what seems to be 
the best account of the ancient text. As it happens, though, I think it also 
addresses the needs of many contemporary readers, religious and secular, 
whose own lives are deeply complex and for whom interpretative simplicity 
can produce readings that range from unhelpful to alienating.
 If the formation and maintaining of identity in relation to ‘the other’ is 
a thread running through this book, so, quite differently, is intercession. In 
1996 I read an article that changed the way I read the Bible: Yochanan Muffs’ 
‘ “Who will Stand in the Breach?” A Study of Prophetic Intercession’.1 
I believe it is true to say that I have engaged with it, intellectually or 

 1. Chapter 1 in his Love and Joy. Law, Language and Religion in Ancient Israel 
(New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1992), pp. 9-48.
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emotionally or both, every day since then. The nature of its influence on 
my work on intercession, here and elsewhere,2 is self-evident, but it played 
a significant role in shaping my thoughts on less obviously related topics 
such as the biblical perception of Time and, especially, Law as a vehicle 
for quasi-erotic engagement. It is a source of lasting regret to me that inse-
curity prevented me from writing to Yochanan Muffs, whom I have never 
met, to tell him that I had not even begun to understand the complexity, 
significance, and sheer all-pervasiveness of intercession in the Bible and its 
rabbinic interpretations until I read his seminal article.
 The theme of identity and ‘the other’ collides with intercession at several 
points in this book. Their interaction is at the heart of Chapter 4, which con-
siders the options for intercession on behalf of non-Israelites, and it under-
lies Chapter 5, which explores among other temporal concerns the role of 
time management in replacing the Temple in the Diaspora or its functional 
equivalent (the land under foreign rule). 

Not the Spanish Inquisition3

As a rule, complexity has turned out to be the source of whatever I have 
found unexpected in the Bible. I suppose I should have expected that. On 
the one hand, the Bible is bound to be a complex text. Its composition 
history is positively baroque, comprising texts that emerged over more than 
a thousand years in vastly different geographical and political situations, 
offering diverse opinions on almost every conceivable subject, and reflect-
ing at least two highly developed and strikingly disparate worldviews. On 
the other hand, the notion of complexity is distasteful to many of the faith 

 2. D. Lipton, ‘Early Mourning: Petitionary versus Posthumous Ritual in Ezekiel 
24’, VT 56 (2006), pp. 185-202.
 3. Chapman: I don’t know—Mr Wentworth just told me to come in here and 
say that there was trouble at the mill, that’s all—I didn’t expect a kind of Spanish 
Inquisition.

[JARRING CHORD. The door flies open and Cardinal Ximinez of Spain [Palin] 
enters, flanked by two junior cardinals. Cardinal Biggles (Jones) has goggles pushed 
over his forehead. Cardinal Fang (Gilliam) is just Cardinal Fang]

Ximinez: NOBODY expects the Spanish Inquisition! Our chief weapon is surprise…
surprise and fear…fear and surprise… Our two weapons are fear and surprise…and 
ruthless efficiency… Our three weapons are fear, surprise, and ruthless efficiency…and 
an almost fanatical devotion to the Pope… Our four…no… Amongst our weapons… 
Amongst our weaponry…are such elements as fear, surprise… I’ll come in again. [The 
Inquisition exits]

Chapman: I didn’t expect a kind of Spanish Inquisition. (Monty Python, ‘The Spanish 
Inquisition’)
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communities from which most biblical scholars and their readers have 
emerged. These communities overlook the Bible’s complex composition 
history, seek unity and even ‘truth’, and are prone to identify simplicity, not 
complexity, as the source of the Bible’s extraordinary capacity to educate 
and inspire. So although there are strong reasons to expect the Bible to 
be complex (its composition history, the diverse political and geographi-
cal circumstances in which it was composed, and the different worldviews 
it reflects), it is easy to see why this complexity is so often overlooked 
(the faith communities who read the Bible favoured an anti-historical 
approach, sought unity and were uncomfortable with composition history). 
These two factors combined mean that, paradoxically, we should always 
expect the unexpected—this is the Hebrew Bible, after all, not the Spanish 
Inquisition.

Contextualizing Comments

The readings offered here are, for the most part, non-traditional and even 
quirky, though by accident, not by design. I could have underlined their 
unexpectedness and idiosyncrasy by contrasting them with readings that 
are more mainstream or conventional, but I was keen to avoid the defen-
sive position entailed by setting myself up constantly against scholars with 
whose opinions I differ. It was emphatically not my aim in writing this 
book to show that my colleagues have been reading the Bible incorrectly, 
and that I alone have done it justice. For me, at least, exegesis is not a 
competitive sport! A dramatic consequence of this is the small number of 
footnotes in Longing for Egypt; I suspect that footnoting scholars whose 
opinions differ from mine would have doubled the length of the book. To 
take two examples, I claim in Chapter 1 that assimilation is a central theme 
of Exodus, running alongside the traditionally emphasized theme of per-
secution and oppressive slavery. As far as I know, no other scholar makes 
this claim, and indeed most scholarship points in the precisely the opposite 
direction. In Chapter 6, I argue for Law as vehicle for quasi-erotic engage-
ment whose enemy is obedience. I am aware of no other scholar who make 
this claim for biblical law (though Daniel Boyarin for one has demonstrated 
amply the potential for erotic engagement over halakhah4), and little would 
be gained by listing scholarly views that are readily available elsewhere and 
are in any case well-known to most readers. More importantly, I want to 
avoid the misleading impression that I am interpreting in conscious oppo-
sition to mainstream scholarship. I think that my readings have emerged 
with awareness of scholarly directions not taken and gaps that might be 

 4. Carnal Israel: Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture (Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1993).
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filled, but primarily from the activity of studying texts with colleagues and 
students in a variety of contexts. For example, the possibility that Exodus 
addresses assimilation occurred to me during a Bar Mitzvah lesson with Sam 
Andrews; thank you, Sam, for stimulating me with your probing questions 
to think outside the Exodus interpretation box. Similarly, the idea that law 
demands erotic engagement occurred to me while preparing a sermon to 
be delivered at Selwyn College chapel on the designated Old Testament 
reading of the day, the opening verses of Psalm 119.

Rabbinic Reading Glasses

Several chapters of this book make extensive use of rabbinic material, mostly 
midrash and talmudic narratives. I devote considerable time and space to 
these texts mainly because I see them as a valuable lens through which to 
view the Hebrew Bible. The rabbis were unsurpassed close readers, who 
appear to have known the Bible more or less by heart, and were capable of 
creating vast and ornate webs of verbal and thematic connections of which 
modern readers can only dream (even when aided by computer search pro-
grammes). I do not assume continuity between the Bible and the rabbis; 
on the contrary, the rabbis frequently engage with biblical texts precisely 
because they recognize the absence of continuity. Yet I find that rabbinic 
theological ‘thinking’ resonates closely with my own. To stay with the two 
examples I have already given, the rabbis see assimilation everywhere in the 
Exodus story, and, needless to say, they recognize the abundant scope for 
erotic engagement in legal discourse—and almost everywhere else for that 
matter! The rabbinic perception of divine kingship has no doubt contributed 
significantly to the development of my own thinking on that subject.
 Naturally, I am sensitive to rabbinic issues and agendas, and fully aware 
of the pitfalls of taking as authoritative, say, the Mishnah’s interpretation 
of levitical laws. Biblical scholarship will not have been served well in the 
long-run by scholars who fail to clarify for readers, and perhaps also in their 
own minds, precisely how they are reading, evaluating, and using rabbinic 
commentaries in relation to the Bible. Having said all that, I confess a deep 
attraction to the rabbinic texts I analyse here; they have frequently become 
the object of my gaze as well as its lens. This was certainly the case with 
my investigation of Abraham in Genesis Rabbah 39.1-3, which began as a 
prelude to a discussion of intercession on behalf of non-Israelites, but was 
diverted by an unexpected discovery about the precise nature of Abraham’s 
intercession in these texts. Finally on this matter, while my reading of rab-
binic texts has frequently suggested a new perspective on biblical material, 
or confirmed my intuition that a particular avenue was worth exploring, 
clearly I could have discarded the rabbinic analysis that led me to it, or 
published it separately. I decided against that for two reasons. First, as I 
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hinted above, the use of rabbinic interpretation in biblical scholarship is, in 
my opinion, crying out for a more careful and systematic methodology. It 
is not my aim to fill that gap in the literature, but nor do I want to expand 
it by concealing my workings, as it were. Second, I hope that some of my 
analyses of rabbinic texts will interest readers whose exposure to them is 
generally limited to (often misleading) brief citations. I can see that rabbinic 
commentaries cited out of context can appear fanciful, far-fetched and irrel-
evant. In my own experience, however, this almost invariably reflects not 
the implausibility of their readings, but rather our inability to comprehend 
them. For example, the midrashic claim that many Israelites died in Egypt 
and that these were the ‘Jews’ who had changed their names seems bizarre 
or uninteresting when our starting point is that Exodus is a story of libera-
tion. Yet if assimilation is identified as a central theme of Exodus, then the 
midrashic fiction that some Jews in Egypt changed their names goes straight 
to the heart of the matter.

Intertextuality

Rabbinic reading strategies have certainly reinforced my natural inclina-
tions, honed by a first degree in English Literature, to read intertextually. So, 
no doubt, have the contexts in which I so often encounter biblical texts—
regular shabbat Torah readings, Festival readings, haftarot, and megillot 
juxtaposed, intertwined and endlessly transformed in the Jewish liturgical 
annual cycle. Intertextuality is the sine qua non of some of the analyses I 
offer here (most notably, my reading in ‘Bezalel in Babylon’ of the so-called 
anti-idol polemics in Isaiah 40–55 in relation to the Exodus tabernacle 
narratives, and my interpretation of the problems posed by Ezra’s foreign 
wives in light of Noah’s flood); it has generated some surprising conclu-
sions. More generally, though, I am interested in the connections between 
texts, and the mechanisms that link them, a significant one of which is the 
figure of Abraham. Abraham features centrally in two chapters of this book, 
and I interpret him in both cases as the first Jew, not in the traditional sense 
of the first monotheist, but as a classic border-crosser. In using that term, 
I have in mind Yuri Slezkine’s thought-provoking and provocative The 
Jewish Century:

All these groups were nonprimary producers specializing in the delivery of 
goods and services to the surrounding agricultural or pastoral populations. 
Their principal resource base was human, not natural, and their expertise 
was in ‘foreign’ affairs. They were the descendants—or predecessors—of 
Hermes (Mercury), the god of all those who did not herd animals, till the 
soil, or live by the sword; the patron of rule breakers, border crossers, and 
go-betweens; the protector of people who lived by their wit, craft, and 
art…
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…One could choose to emphasize heroism, dexterity, deviousness, or for-
eignness, but what all of Hermes’ followers had in common was their mer-
curiality, or impermanence. In the case of nations, it meant that they were 
all transients and wanderers—from fully nomadic Gypsy groups, to mostly 
commercial communities divided into fixed brokers and traveling agents, 
to permanently settled populations who thought of themselves as exiles. 
Whether they knew no homeland, like the Irish Travelers or the Sheikh 
Mohammadi, had lost it, like the Armenians and the Jews, or had no political 
ties to it, like the Overseas Indians or Lebanese, they were perpetual resi-
dent aliens and vocational foreigners (the Javanese word for ‘trader,’ wong 
dagang, also means ‘foreigner’ and ‘wanderer,’ or ‘tramp’). Their origin 
myths and symbolic destinations were always different from those of their 
clients—and so were their dwellings, which were either mobile or temporary. 
A Jewish house in Ukraine did not resemble the peasant hut next door, not 
because it was Jewish in architecture (there was no such thing) but because it 
was never painted, mended, or decorated. It did not belong to the landscape; 
it was a dry husk that contained the real treasure—the children of Israel and 
their memory. All nomads defined themselves in genealogical terms; most 
‘service nomads’ persisted in doing so in the midst of dominant agrarian 
societies that sacralized space. They were people wedded to time, not land; 
people seen as both homeless and historic, rootless and ‘ancient’.5

Slezkine’s interests are historical and anthropological—the mass movement 
of Jews from the countryside to the cities following the Russian Revolution, 
and their subsequent contribution to the rise of ‘modernity’. My interests 
are predominantly theological, temporal and textual: Abraham’s role as go-
between, that is, intercessor, between God and the nations; his role in cross-
ing historical borders to connect Jews living in different time zones; and, of 
paramount significance to me, his function as a fearless traveller between 
texts and times, who blurs their borders as well as crossing them, and must 
‘do business’ within them all. 

What to Expect

Chapter 1, ‘ “The Heart Enticed”: The exodus from Egypt as a response to 
the threat of assimilation’, moves away from the standard view that oppres-
sive slavery and persecution were the problems to which the exodus from 
Egypt was the solution. Its starting-point is that Exodus was written by 
people with their own land and two accounts of how they came there: on the 
one hand, they were driven by a persecuting enemy; and on the other they 
went to avoid assimilation. The question of which explanation to privilege 
is critical, particularly regarding the place of ‘outsiders’ in their own land. I 

 5. Yuri Slezkine, The Jewish Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2004).
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draw on detailed textual evidence, especially concerning attitudes towards 
Egypt and slavery in Exodus and beyond, to support the unexpected notion 
that the Exodus authors feared loss of identity more than annihilation at 
enemy hands, and that they explored this anxiety in relation to the threat of 
assimilation in Egypt. Jews and Christians have used the Exodus story to 
promote liberation, but liberation is problematic as well as inspiring. Liber-
ators can be taken for imperialists and, more importantly, liberation requires 
enemies, and self-identification as victims. Resisting assimilation, on the 
other hand, requires no external enemy and can be represented positively: 
we have values worth promoting and preserving within a national infra-
structure. This is the message of Exod. 12.43-49, in which eligibility to eat 
the Passover offering—strikingly open to ‘resident aliens’ and ‘slaves’—is 
conceptualized as the basis for membership of a just society.
 Chapter 2, ‘God’s Influence on Influencing God—A right royal puzzle’ 
calls for a more nuanced reading of the Bible’s language and imagery of 
kingship. What I found unexpected here was that the biblical writers appear 
to have seen kingship both as a locus of God’s power and as a vehicle 
through which God allows himself to be influenced. This strategy for influ-
encing God requires consideration of some negative aspects of kingship; 
alongside reassuring accounts of an idealized ruler are narratives that evoke 
an unfamiliar, all-too-human king—the unpredictable ancient Near Eastern 
tyrant. Through a close rereading of these texts, I try to show that the bound-
aries between divine and human kingship are more blurred than the stan-
dard account suggests, and that a constructive theological value emerges 
once this is acknowledged. The idea of God as king does not merely inspire 
awe and command respect for a deity who is essentially remote. It holds 
out the hope that God is receptive to the needs of humanity, and offers a 
mechanism—namely, texts that sketch divine imperfection in the guise of 
flawed human royalty—by which God could be approached, challenged, 
and even corrected.
 Chapter 3, ‘Bezalel in Babylon? Biblical Attitudes to Other Religions’, 
re-examines the widely held belief that Bible is inherently hostile to other 
gods, their religions, and their worshippers. I reached the unanticipated 
conclusion that although the Bible criticises Israelites who worship other 
gods, it is essentially indifferent to other religions and their own fol-
lowers. This should not have been so surprising; religious practitioners 
are notoriously preoccupied with the details of their own religion, yet 
uninterested in the internal dynamics of others. An apparent Hebrew Bible 
exception is the author of Deutero-Isaiah’s so-called anti-idol polemics 
(40.18-20; 41.6-7; 44.9-20; 46.1-7), which do seem to engage in detail 
with Babylonian religion. I suggest that Deutero-Isaiah’s primary target 
was not Babylonian idol-makers, but Israel’s priestly cult. I identify a 
previously unexamined set of anti-priestly polemics, concentrated in and 
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around Deutero-Isaiah’s idol texts and alluding to the tabernacle narratives 
(Exod. 25–31 and 35–40). I suggest that Deutero-Isaiah’s criticisms of 
idolatry function as veiled polemics against the Priestly worldview, whose 
material culture was incompatible with his notion of transcendence. A 
particular concern was the prediction of future events. For Deutero-Isaiah, 
divine intentions are revealed not through signs in the external world or 
human representations of it, but through the historical experiences of a 
personified Israel. I try to show that he emphasizes this contrast by reshap-
ing Exodus patterns in the light of mis pî, the Babylonian mouth washing/
opening ritual for ‘enlivening’ idols (see, e.g., Isa. 41.17-20). Deutero-
Isaiah’s God, then, is not quite beyond compare. Counter-intuitive as it 
may seem, he is like a Babylonian idol-maker with a difference: Israel is 
his living idol. My reading, if correct, suggests that even the Bible’s most 
emphatically monotheistic texts are not inherently hostile towards other 
gods, provided they are not worshipped by Israelites, or to other religious 
practices, provided they can be ‘safely’ transformed without compromis-
ing Israelite identity. And with regard to the latter, we are dealing with 
internal dialogue and dispute, not interfaith relations.
 Chapter 4, ‘The Limits of Intercession: Abraham reads Ezekiel at Sodom 
and Gomorrah’, departs from traditional representations of Abraham as the 
first monotheist. It came as a surprise to me that Abraham is not a light to 
the nations, as is usually supposed, but a model intercessor on their behalf. 
God promises Abraham that his name will be great and that all the families 
of the earth will be blessed through him (Gen. 12.1). Commentators gener-
ally equate blessings for the nations with Abraham’s recognition of God’s 
uniqueness and his dissemination of this knowledge. I suggest rather that 
Abraham was designated as an intercessor on their behalf (cf. Gen. 18.18; 
20.7), a role that required neither presence among them, nor evidence of 
success in relation to them. I try to show how, contrary to standard discus-
sion of this text, this is the reading of Genesis 12 that prevails in Genesis 
Rabbah 39.1-3, which I characterize as a midrashic narrative unit that estab-
lishes Abraham as a proto-martyr (where martyrdom represents not actual 
death but willingness to die as a form of intercession). The second half of 
my chapter reveals the same structures in Genesis 18–19 read as a theologi-
cal development of Ezekiel 14. The divergence between standard prophetic 
intercession as represented by Ezekiel and Abraham’s attempted intercession 
over Sodom and Gomorrah may emerge from a difference between inter-
cession on behalf of Israelites and non-Israelites; the concept of righteous-
ness is the key to understanding the latter. In Gen. 20.7, God calls Abraham 
a prophet. The context is relations with a foreign king, and the aspect of 
the prophetic task that is emphasized is intercession. Since this is preceded 
by an apparent allusion to Abraham’s intercession on behalf of Sodom and 
Gomorrah (v. 4), we might infer that Genesis 20 clarifies and confirms the 
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proto-prophetic capacity in which Abraham acts in Genesis 18 and 19. In 
some respects, Abraham offers a model of prophetic intercession—his will-
ingness to challenge God and ‘stand in the breach’, for example—but he 
diverges from the norm by failing to offer a warning, to appeal to the merit 
of ancestors, or to seek the survival of a remnant. I suggest that Abraham’s 
distinctive model of prophetic intercession reflects his special status as an 
intercessor for non-Israelites.
 Chapter 5, ‘The Temporal Temple: Was Abraham standing at Sinai?’, 
is on Time. Although important work has been done on this subject in 
recent years, most textual exegetes approach their texts on the basis of the 
(usually unexamined) assumption that the biblical notion of time is linear. 
A more nuanced view of representations of time in the Bible has unex-
pected interpretative implications, some of which I explore here in relation 
to the Abraham/Sinai dilemma. Abraham’s failure to keep the mitzvot has 
troubled readers, especially Jews, for almost two millennia, but why does 
the Bible itself pay so little attention to the issue of Abraham’s observance? 
If Genesis post-dated Exodus, why did its authors not create a Jubilees-style 
halakhic Abraham? And if Genesis came before Exodus, why are there so 
few examples of redactional harmonisation (cf. Gen. 26.5)? Post-biblical 
commentators often articulate their Abraham/Sinai anxieties temporally. 
Does Abraham represent a golden age from which Sinai was a decline? 
Or was Sinai an advance on Abraham? I suggest it was their conception 
of time that made Abraham’s non-observance into a non-issue for biblical 
writers. I focus neither on linear nor cyclical perceptions, but rather on time 
as a spatial category. If time is perceived architecturally, so that histori-
cal periods are neither early nor late, nor even at another point on a cycle, 
but elsewhere in the same building, the problem of decline or advance, as 
it applies for example to the Abraham/Sinai debate, is minimized, if not 
resolved. Moreover, the idea of a present past, not just another country but 
an adjoining room, is as evocative for traditional Judaism in general as for 
biblical Israel in particular, and seems likely to have played a crucial role in 
the formation and maintenance of ancient Israelite and Jewish identity.
 Chapter 6, ‘Terms of Endearment: A (very) fresh approach to biblical 
law’, challenges the dismaying opposition of law and love that is so often 
a feature of biblical scholarship. Biblical scholars, like the legal theorists 
addressed by H.L.A. Hart in his monumental The Concept of Law, privilege 
the notion of law as orders issued by a supreme and independent ‘sovereign’ 
being who punishes the disobedient. I attend here to an aspect of biblical 
law that sits in stark tension with the sovereign model: law as quasi-erotic 
engagement. In ‘The Valediction: A Book’, John Donne tells his lover that 
she can ‘anger destiny’ when he is gone by studying their manuscripts, which 
will record their engagement, preserve their love in the face of destiny, and 
create a model for future lovers. Though imperfect, this comparison elicits a 
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key feature of my reading here. Biblical law, especially Deuteronomic law, 
is not a soliloquy but a dialogue. With this in mind, I re-read Deuteronomy 
31–33, where the Torah will remind God of his relationship with Moses; 
discourage unilateral punishment; intercede for Israel in Moses’ absence; 
record the dialogue between God and Moses; and exemplify for Israel the 
dialogic ideal of law. My reading calls for a re-evaluation of the significance 
of love and even eroticism in relation to biblical law; of the relationship 
between biblical law and rabbinic legal texts, where engagement of this 
kind is central; and of the desirability of obedience—which arguably fore-
closes engagement—as a response to biblical law. I test this latter theory 
by reading Genesis 22 intertextually with Numbers 22, refracted through a 
talmudic narrative, and in the light of a concern shared by rabbis and femi-
nists alike—Sarah’s absence on Mount Moriah. My conclusions should not 
be surprising in the context of scholarship on rabbinic conceptions of law, 
where erotic engagement is now widely discussed, but they are, I think, 
unexpected in relation to the Bible.
 Chapter 7, ‘The Furnace of Desire: Forging identities in foreign bed-
rooms’, concludes this book where it began—with longing for, or better 
perhaps, longing in, Egypt. The history of biblical interpretation polarises 
foreign women and Israelite men to produce cartoon-like cautionary tales of 
little interest. The Bible itself treats these relationships as complex micro-
cosms by means of which such matters as identity, ethnicity, nationality, 
loyalty, and inheritance may be explored. This chapter opens with a radical 
look at Ezra’s foreign wives in the light of Noah’s flood, and examines the 
implications of that unexpected intertextual connection for understanding 
Ezra’s objection to intermarriage. Ezra’s call for separation from foreign 
wives is linked to concerns both Deuteronomic and ‘priestly’. Yet Deutero-
nomic and ‘priestly’ texts diverge markedly on marriage and its metaphori-
cal application to God and the land. The former permits divorce, reflecting 
its conditional approach to the land, while for the latter, marriage is an 
eternal bond, akin to its perspective on the land. Priestly marital problems 
are addressed via rituals or ritualized natural or political events, and where 
Deuteronomy bans intermarriage, priestly texts prohibit incest. I suggest that 
Ezra strives to reconcile these worldviews through a hitherto unidentified 
intertext, the Genesis flood narrative. Gen. 6.1-4 undermines the standard 
assumption that Ezra fears holy seed will be defiled by profane. If offspring 
are any guide, the sons of gods (holy) transmit their divinity to the daughters 
of men (profane), not vice versa. Ezra fears that intermarriage will weaken 
the claim on the land of the returning exiles by strengthening the people of 
the land. His solution, mass divorce (not expulsion), is ritualized through 
association with the Genesis flood. Construed legally, divorce is a harsh 
gesture. Ritualized as above, it both corrects and cleanses, like the waters 
of the flood. I then proceed to a more detailed case study—Potiphar’s wife, 
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the foreign seductress least easily brought in from the pale. I try to show 
how a rejection of the simple seductress/righteous resister model in favour 
of a more nuanced reading in which Potiphar the eunuch brings Joseph to 
his house to father a child with his wife opens the text to an exploration of 
assimilation and identity in all its rich complexity. From Ezra’s fear that the 
holy seed could ‘strengthen’ the seed of foreign women, through the con-
nection between national identity and Deuteronomic versus priestly con-
ceptions of marriage and divorce, to Mr and Mrs Potiphar as recipients of 
fertility treatment, there is much that is unexpected in this chapter.
 For me, at least, the Hebrew Bible can never lose its capacity to surprise, 
excite, and even unsettle. My intention in writing this book was to share 
with people other than former teachers, students, colleagues, friends, and 
fellow synagogue members some of the ways in which the Bible has sur-
prised, excited and unsettled me over the past ten years, when I have had 
the privilege to study and teach it regularly at Cambridge University, Leo 
Baeck College, Beth Shalom Reform Synagogue, Cambridge, and King’s 
College London, and occasionally in various other venues. As will soon be 
clear, I am (by necessity and therefore fortunately) more interested in asking 
new questions than in providing answers to old ones. Several colleagues 
have observed—politely, I think—that some of my subjects would be better 
served by a monograph than a single chapter, and I too am aware of the 
myriad loose ends that remain. I hope to tie some of them elsewhere, but 
even more I hope that others will be interested in tying them.
 Versions of two chapters of this book appear elsewhere. ‘A Right Royal 
Puzzle’, minus new material on Esther, is a chapter in The God of Israel 
(ed. R.P. Gordon; Cambridge University Press, 2007). ‘Bezalel in Babylon’ 
minus the theology is forthcoming in the Journal of the Ancient Near 
Eastern Society. The rest of this book is newly written, but I am grateful 
to family, friends, teachers, colleagues, students, and fellow congregants 
for criticisms, suggestions and encouragement offered formally in lectures 
and seminars and informally over dinner and in response to sermons, in 
person and in writing, in light of careful reading or hearing of my work, and 
on the basis of casual conversation in classrooms, dining rooms, kitchens, 
corridors, trains, running tracks, and supermarket aisles—in Cambridge, 
London, New York and Jerusalem. This book asks many questions and 
generates some unexpected answers. Indeed, given that I did not expect to 
write another book after publishing my PhD in 1999, its very existence is 
unexpected. Entirely predictable, by contrast, was the opportunity it pre-
sented for wonderful intellectual engagement with people too numerous to 
mention. I hope that, regardless of what ever else I have been able to convey 
in these pages, I will have succeeded in conveying that.





Chapter 1

‘the heArt enticed’: the exodus from egyPt 
As A resPonse to the threAt of AssimilAtion

In Alexandria

Has time taken off its clothes of trembling
and decked itself out in riches,
and has earth put on fine-spun linen
and set its beds in gold brocade?1

All the fields of the Nile are checkered,
as though the bloom of Goshen2

were woven straps of a breastplate,
and lush oases dark-hued yarn,
and Raamses and Pithom laminated goldleaf.3
Girls on the riverbank, a bevy of fawns,
Linger, their wrists heavy with bangles—
anklets clipping their gait.
 The heart enticed4

forgets its age, remembers boys or girls
in the garden of Eden, in Egypt, along the Pishon,5
running on the green to the river’s edge;
the wheat is emerald tinged with red,
and robed in needlework;6

it sways to the whim of the sea breeze,
as though bowing in thanks to the Lord…

Yehuda Halevi7

 1. Ezek. 26.16.
 2. Gen. 45.10.
 3. Exod. 28.28.
 4. Deut. 11.16.
 5. Gen. 2.11.
 6. Ps. 45.14-15.
 7. Poems from the Diwan (trans. G. Levin; London: Anvil, 2002), p. 125.
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Israel in Egypt 8

It is a truth universally acknowledged that oppressive slavery and per-
secution are the problems to which the exodus9 from Egypt was the 
solution.10 The Israelites suffered bitterly and longed to escape, God 
heard their cry and freed them with a strong hand and an outstretched 
arm, and all the rest is history. Most biblical scholarship and faith teach-
ing proceeds from this point.11 The book of Exodus is ‘one of the most 
gripping narratives of the Hebrew Bible—the account of the escape of 
an oppressed people from bondage to freedom…’,12 and ‘bondage and 
oppression are the key ideas in the Exodus story’.13 Underlying my 
approach to Exodus is the unexpected conclusion that its authors did 
not see Egypt as the evil empire par excellence, although it has been 
thus characterized by many commentators in the meantime, but rather 
as the apex of the seductive other.14 Oppression or no oppression, Jews 
and, I would argue, their biblical ancestors, were intoxicated by the 
idea (if not the reality) of Egypt. Yehuda Halevi’s love-song to Alexan-
dria, mapping Temple language onto Egyptian topography, is an exqui-
site mediaeval example of this phenomenon and, as I read the Bible, it 
is already present in the book of Exodus.

 8. This chapter is dedicated to our friends Simon, Shoshana, Daniel and Sarah 
Goldhill, who make Cambridge a little less Egypt.
 9. Throughout this chapter, I use ‘exodus’ with a lower case to refer to the event 
and ‘Exodus’ with upper case to refer to the book.
 10. Profuse thanks to Sam Andrews, during whose Bar Mitzvah lessons the argu-
ment underlying this chapter first occurred to me; to Graham Davies, for discussing it 
with me at a formative stage; to Ellen Davis, Simon Goldhill, Hyman Gross, Gershon 
Hepner, Joel Kaminsky, Peter Lipton and Anthony Smith for their comments on earlier 
versions of this chapter; to Cheryl Exum for inviting me to present this material as a 
seminar paper at Sheffield University, and to John Barton for the same at Oxford Uni-
versity. In each case I benefited greatly from discussion following the papers.
 11. See G. Larsson, Bound For Freedom: The Book of Exodus in Jewish and Chris-
tian Traditions (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999), especially pp. 4-111.
 12. C. Meyers, Exodus (New Cambridge Bible Commentary; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), p. 33. I offer this one example from a recent commentary 
that I admire, but I could have cited almost any commentary on the book of Exodus, 
regardless of age, provenance or perspective.
 13. See also M. Walzer, Exodus and Revolution (New York: Basic Books, 1985), 
p. 33.
 14. For a discussion of the polarised perceptions of Egypt, see L.H. Feldman, 
Studies in Josephus’ Re-Written Bible (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1998), pp. 74-89. Josephus 
is characterised as generally positive towards Pharaoh, reflecting his sense of being 
beholden to Titus and Vespasian. Philo, by contrast, is extremely negative. Rabbinic 
commentaries comprise the entire spectrum of responses to Egypt.
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 Jon Levenson stops just shy of a radical counter-reading of the kind I 
have in mind when, in line with many rabbinic commentators, he questions 
the centrality of liberation in the exodus story on the basis that slavery in 
Egypt is replaced not by freedom, but by service to God.15 That Levenson 
does not dispense entirely with the liberation motif may be explained by his 
commitment in this article to J.H. Yoder’s idea that ‘what for matters more 
than what from’ (my italics).16 Had Levenson focused less on worship and 
more on promised land, surely a central long-term goal of Exodus in its final 
form, he might have concluded differently. ‘What from’ may not matter 
when ‘what for’ is service to God; it can easily be argued that the particular 
form of Israel’s slavery had no bearing on the form of its worship. But ‘what 
from’ certainly does affect ‘what for’ when both ‘what from’ and ‘what 
for’ concern experiences of nationhood and national identity. The Passover 
Haggadah makes the obvious point: Israel became a nation in Egypt.17 For 

 15. ‘Exodus and Liberation’, in The Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, and Histori-
cal Criticism (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), pp. 127-60.
 16. ‘Exodus and Liberation’, pp. 145-46.
 17. See, e.g., N. Glatzer (ed.), The Schocken Passover Haggadah (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1953): ‘ “And he became there a nation” ’, teaching us that the 
Israelites were distinguishable there’ (p. 41). I was fascinated to read Shani Berrin’s 
personal observations on the Haggadah’s use of ‘distinguishable’ in ‘Anti-Semitism, 
Assimilation, and Ancient Jewish Apologia: The Story of the Exodus in the Writings 
of Josephus Flavius’, Australian Journal of Jewish Studies 19 (2005), pp. 20-34 (24). 
Berrin goes to the heart of my own enterprise: ‘In reading Josephus’ description of the 
material success of the Israelites in Egypt, I was struck by the potential homiletical 
value of an ironic reading of a line in the haggada in a similar vein. In its exposition 
of Deut. 26.5, “and they became there” [in Egypt], “a great, mighty, and multitudinous 
nation” ’, the haggada states that the word “nation” (goy) indicates that the Israel-
ites were “distinctive there” (metzuyyanim sham). Although it will not have been the 
author’s original intention, for me, this statement reverberates, anachronistically, with 
irony. The very word that is used to show the unique nature of the Jews while they 
were in Egypt is the word “goy”, a word used today, often derogatorily, to describe a 
non-Jew, or perhaps a Jew who acts like a non-Jew. That is the opposite of the bibli-
cal usage here. As for being distinctive, metzuyyanim , the point of the midrash is that 
the Israelites in Egypt retained their separate identities, avoiding assimilation with the 
Egyptians. As the Rabbis famously tell us, the Israelites retained their traditional lan-
guage, clothing, and names (cf. Lev. R. 32; Pesiqta Zutarta Deut. 46a). However, my 
own mental association with the word “metzuyyan” is of excellence, the mark I sought 
on exams and essays when I was in school, a High Distinction. This is not a connota-
tion of separatism but rather of elitism. In contemporary terms, I am describing the 
somewhat paradoxical situation in which some Jews will attempt to be metzuyyanim 
by putting on black hats and isolating themselves from secular society, avoiding “the 
goyim”, whereas others will attempt to be metzuyyanim by over-achieving in secular 
spheres, and materialistic acquisitions, taking pride in Jewish Nobel Prize winners, or 
the over-representation of Jews in the arts. My contemporised reading of this line of 
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this reason, we should surely be mining the biblical accounts of Israel’s 
experience in Egypt for insights into its emerging sense of nationhood.
 My conclusions in this chapter shed no light on the ‘historical’ Egypt, but 
only the Egypt of historiography, ideology and the imagination. The authors 
of Exodus wrote about the past as a way of writing about themselves, por-
traying Israel in Egypt in the light of their own concerns.18 I suggest that 
alongside the fear of destruction at the hands of a powerful enemy was loss 
of identity through assimilation. As for who ‘they’ were, I remain com-
mitted to the increasingly unfashionable view that Exodus made up of the 
oldest material in the Pentateuch, and had a form recognisable to us by the 
eighth century bce. I envisage Deuteronomy as a primarily seventh-century 
composition (chs. 12–26) with an exilic frame. Deuteronomy seems to me 
best understood as a rewriting of Exodus,19 and the eighth-century prophets 
seem best read in the light of the Covenant Code. Fortunately, given the pre-
vailing dissent over dating biblical texts, and in view of a recent tendency 
to place Exodus in the postexilic period,20 my findings in this chapter are 
not especially date-sensitive. As far as I can tell, concerns about assimila-
tion cannot be isolated to one particular stratum of Exodus, but are evenly 
distributed throughout the text.
 Levenson is not alone in paying little attention to the national focus of 
Exodus. Perhaps the Promised Land remained just that because Christians 
were inclined to spiritualise it, while Diaspora Jews tended until recently to 
treat Zion as an aspirational ideal—the ‘next year in Jerusalem’ of the Pass-
over Seder21—rather than a geographic entity they might soon repopulate. 
An interesting example of a commentator who does highlight the national 
focus is L. Dykstra, a Christian writing for a faith-based audience, who 
claims that modern Americans have more in common with Egyptians than 
Israelites, and urges them to read Exodus with a view to their treatment of 

the haggada reflects some aspects of classic Jewish neuroses that are familiar themes 
in modern literature and popular culture. In his assertions that the Israelites built the 
pyramids, and his claims of Israelite economic success, Josephus exemplifies this 
struggle to ensure that the Jews are recognised as being every bit as good as the other 
nations…and more than a bit better. For Josephus, the distinctiveness of the Jews does 
not lie in their having had a separate set of non-Egyptian values, but rather in their 
having excelled beyond the Egyptians at playing the Egyptians’ own game.’
 18. Following, e.g., M.Z. Brettler, The Creation of History in Ancient Israel 
(London: Routledge, 1995) and Y. Amit, History and Ideology (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1999).
 19. B.M. Levinson, Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997).
 20. J. Van Seters, A Law Book for the Diaspora: Revision in the Study of the Cov-
enant Code (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).
 21. The concluding words of the formal section of the Passover evening home 
service.
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people at the margins of their own society.22 Dykstra’s reading is provoca-
tive in all the right ways and deserves attention, but from the perspective of 
an academic Bible scholar, even a liberal Jewish Zionist concerned about 
the present-day state of Israel, identification with ancient Israelites remains 
more relevant than identification with ancient Egyptians. I have in mind not 
the Israelites who star in the narrative, but rather their literary creators—
the scribes and politicians for whom Egypt was a mirror that reflected a 
reverse image of their own nationalist ideals. In a much-discussed inter-
pretation of Gen. 1.1, the mediaeval Jewish commentator Rashi asks why 
the Torah begins with creation instead of the first commandment:23 ‘And 
this day shall be a memorial for you. You should celebrate it as Festival 
to the lord throughout the ages; you shall celebrate it as an institution for 
all time’ (Exod. 12.14).24 Rashi’s answer to his own question is defensive: 
should the nations accuse Israel of forcibly occupying their land, Israel can 
respond that, since the whole world belongs to God, he can give Israel to 
whichever people he chooses. But among the many alternative answers to 
Rashi’s evocative question is one I cannot over-emphasize. The biblical 
authors used the account of Israel in Egypt, and what led them there, as a 
text to explore concepts of nationhood. We would be denied an invaluable 
source of insight into Israel’s sense of itself as a nation had they started 
writing, and if we were to start reading, at Exod. 12.14.25

Interpretative Implications

In general, the readings I seek to complicate in this book hold no particular 
interest for me in and of themselves; they represent one approach to the 
text, and I offer another interpretation. Not surprisingly, I am inclined to 
find my own readings more attractive than those I counter—I doubt I would 
have taken the time to write the book had that not been the case—but I 
have no special mission to promote, say, cyclical and spatial conceptions of 
time over a linear notion. An exception in one direction is the widely held 
assumption that biblical writers saw their religion as morally and spiritually 
superior to other ancient Near Eastern religions. I understand why this claim 

 22. Set Them Free: The Other Side of Exodus (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books,2002).
 23. Rashi on Gen. 1.1. 
 24. Biblical citations follow Tanakh, The Holy Scriptures (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1985–99), hereafter nJpS.
 25. Exodus 1–12 arguably had a greater impact than Genesis on the national con-
sciousness as reflected in the Bible. This may be because Genesis was written after 
Exodus and therefore plays a smaller role that Exodus in other biblical texts, or because 
Genesis reflects a paradigm that is essentially non-national (no monarchy, capital city, 
institutionalized religion or government) versus the (somewhat paradoxically, given 
Israel’s post-biblical history) more influential national paradigm offered by Exodus.
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is made—even if the biblical text does not actively promote this point of 
view, it certainly permits it—and yet I believe it has harmful consequences 
and is best dispelled. The reading I am about to complicate in this first 
chapter represents an exception in the other direction. Jews and Christians 
have long used Exodus to encourage the oppressed and persecuted of later 
generations. If I thought I could undermine the messages of the Passover 
Haggadah and Liberation Theology by diluting the message of freedom for 
the oppressed, I might not have embarked on this project.
 Yet having commented on the positive value of the liberation motif, I 
cannot proceed without noting some problematic aspects of liberation as 
a theological and political idea. The liberation theme properly played out 
requires clear-cut and straightforward enemies and victims. This makes it 
a poor fit with Exodus, which does not describe a dramatic crisis to which 
God responded in order to resolve it, but a messy situation, partly but not 
straightforwardly initiated by God (witness the tension between 3.10, where 
God speaks of leaving Egypt, and 3.18, where he tells Moses to request 
permission to spend three days in the wilderness), that requires careful and 
continued divine stage-management. This particular messiness is theologi-
cal, but it has obvious political parallels. Objectors to the 2003 invasion of 
Iraq highlighted conflicting views about liberation as a root problem. The 
west saw themselves as liberators, while Iraqis, even opponents of Saddam 
Hussein, saw the west as colonialists replacing a regime that, however 
undesirable, was at least home-grown, with one whose values were alien 
to the society it was ‘liberating’. More fundamentally, the liberation model 
depends on a black and white portrayal of a situation that would be better 
rendered in multiple shades of grey. While circumstances exist in which 
victims and oppressors can be readily distinguished and identified, we more 
often encounter situations in which good and bad are not readily disen-
tangled, and where a failure to acknowledge that complexity aggravates the 
problem. It is unfortunate, too, that the slavery and persecution motif has 
eclipsed all other thematic concerns, even though it is not necessarily the 
most meaningful focus for every generation of Exodus readers. While Jews 
should and do discuss persecution and liberation at Passover, both con-
cepts remain, for better and worse, fairly abstract for many in the present 
generation.26

 A further negative aspect of liberation is that victimhood—even when 
grounded in historical experience—is a shallow and ultimately unhelpful 
mechanism for constructing and promoting identity. Even if people are 

 26. At our 2006 Passover Seder, when the arguments presented in this chapter were 
at the very forefront of my mind, I was moved to hear Jews of all ages from the UK, 
Israel, Mexico, Brazil and the USA discussing the challenges of creating a Jewish 
identity in a multicultural society.
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willing to throw in their lot with a particular group on the basis of persecu-
tion, of themselves or of recent ancestors, they are unlikely to be able to 
communicate the value of their affiliation to future generations once perse-
cution becomes a distant memory. Moreover, liberation has the disadvan-
tage of requiring an enemy, real or rhetorical, which can lead to enduring 
hostility towards the people in question. Interestingly, in view of my overall 
argument here, Egypt has not been a particular magnet for Jewish hostility 
to the other, even during times when Israel was at war with Egypt; Amalek 
fills that role.
 I want to make some brief observations now about liberation and national 
identity.27 As indicated by the following remarks by John Hutchinson and 
Anthony Smith—which can serve for our purposes as a working definition 
of nationalism—these two concepts are inextricably linked:

Nationalism was, first of all, a doctrine of popular freedom and sovereignty. 
The people must be liberated—that is, free from any external constraint; they 
must determine their own destiny and be masters in their own house; they 
must control their own resources; they must obey their own ‘inner’ voice. 
But that entailed fraternity. The people must be united; they must dissolve all 
internal divisions; they must be gathered together in a single historic terri-
tory, a homeland; and they must have legal equality and share a single public 
culture. But which culture and what territory? Only a homeland that was 
‘theirs’ by historic rights, the land of their forebears; only a culture that was 
‘theirs’ as a heritage, passed down the generations, and therefore an expres-
sion of their authentic identity.28

In a stimulating British Academy lecture on Nationalism and the Covenant,29 
Smith argued that the concept of nationalism was not secular and emerg-
ing from Nineteenth Century German Romanticism, as is usually supposed, 
but rather religious and emerging whole from the Hebrew Bible without the 
transforming influences of Christianity. He emphasized repeatedly the cen-
trality of liberation in the construction of a national entity and a national 
identity. At this point it may be helpful to make a distinction between 
two different kinds of liberation, ‘freedom from’ and ‘freedom to’, only 
one of which sits comfortably alongside the covenantal nationalism dis-
cussed by Smith. ‘Freedom from,’ the form of liberation that Smith calls 
‘liberty from oppressors’, is highly compatible with the nationalist project. 
It offers escape from tyranny as an explanation for why the national entity 
was created in the first place, and provides continued justification for its 
existence in the form of security from surrounding enemies. ‘Freedom to’ 

 27. For more on biblical nationalism, see S. Grosby, Biblical Ideas of Nationality, 
Ancient and Modern (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2002).
 28. J. Hutchinson and A.D. Smith (eds.), Nationalism (Oxford Readers; Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 4.
 29. London, 4 May, 2006.
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relates to individual rights for members of a national entity and is at the 
very least in tension with covenantal nationalism. Covenantal nationalism 
prioritises observance and obedience to the law, and it is hard to see how 
‘freedom to’ can easily co-exist with these features of nationalism. It is not 
my task here to consider the history of interpretation and how the liberation 
came to feature so prominently in the Exodus story as interpreted by later 
readers, but I note in passing that ‘freedom to’, though not compatible with 
the nationalist project, is indispensable for minority groups in a Diaspora 
setting or when living under foreign rule. It seems plausible, then, that the 
‘freedom to’ component of the Exodus story—minimal in the biblical text 
itself, as I shall show—was incorporated later, when long-term Diaspora 
was an issue, and highlighted later still, perhaps by Jewish interpreters 
living under Roman rule. It is, after all, a central theme of the Passover Hag-
gadah, which also emerged in this period. It seems equally plausible that the 
emphasis on ‘freedom to’ led to a greater emphasis on ‘freedom from’; the 
assertion of identity goes hand in hand with differentiation from the other, 
which is achieved all too often by generating hostility.
 My second observation about liberation and nationalism follows from 
what I have just said: liberation requires an enemy. The book of Exodus 
was written by people with their own land and two different versions of 
their founding history: (1) they were driven there by a persecuting enemy; 
(2) they went because they were in danger of losing something valuable that 
could best be preserved and extended within a national structure. The two 
accounts are not incompatible, and may even be symbiotic, but the question 
of which to privilege is of critical significance, especially in relation to the 
place of outsiders in the new land. During his gap year in Jerusalem, the time 
when I was writing this chapter, my son visited Yad Vashem, Israel’s Holo-
caust museum. It was a powerful experience for him, not least because all 
four of his paternal great-grandparents perished in Germany. Yet although 
he found the last exhibit—Israeli children singing Hatikvah—immensely 
moving, he could not help thinking that the causal relationship between 
persecution and the founding of the State of Israel, historically grounded as 
it is, is no longer the best take-home message of Yad Vashem, and that a plea 
to rise up against all forms of persecution, wherever it occurred, might be 
more appropriate. In this chapter, I reflect on the take-home message of the 
book of Exodus.

Assimilation and Persecution

The interweaving of assimilation and persecution occurs in the Bible 
itself, where threats from external enemies such as Assyria and Babylon 
are linked to Israel’s straying after other gods (a symptom of assimila-
tion or, more likely, a metaphor for it). Since settled immigrants are often 
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loath to uproot, later writers may have sought to persuade their audience 
that staying in Egypt or its equivalent was not an option (Isa. 40.9-11). 
In present times, some, mainly ultra-Orthodox, Jews have made shock-
ing claims that the Holocaust was caused by the assimilation of German 
Jews.30 In these cases, the victims of persecution themselves create a con-
nection between assimilation and persecution, but the sense in which the 
two are linked is more than a political abstraction. Assimilation, and its 
close corollary, collaboration (two forms of sleeping with the enemy), 
have always represented one response to the threat of persecution, espe-
cially among Diaspora Jews or Jews living in the land under foreign rule. 
It is easy to see how those who preferred resistance, or believed that 
assimilation was no protection, as was the case in Nazi Germany, moved 
from seeing assimilation as an undesirable or ineffective response to per-
secution to presenting it as a cause. The book of Exodus works through 
the assimilation/persecution dynamic.
 Exodus 1.7 is not alone in suggesting a typological connection between 
successful integration and persecution in which integration comes first. A 
similar pattern occurs in Num. 22.2-6, where Balak king of Moab attempts 
to deal with Israel’s growth and success by employing a prophet to curse 
it:

Balak son of Zippor saw all Israel had done to the Amorites. Moab was 
alarmed because the people was so numerous. Moab dreaded the Israelites, 
and Moab said to the elders of Midian, ‘Now this horde will lick clean all 
that is about us as an ox licks up the grass of the field.’ Balak son of Zippor, 
who was king of Moab at that time, sent messengers to Balaam son of Beor 
in Pethor, which is by the Euphrates, in the land of his kinsfolk, to invite him, 
saying, There is a people that came out of Egypt; it hides the earth from view, 
and it is settled next to me. Come then, put the curse on this people, since 
they are too numerous (Mwc() for me; perhaps I can defeat them and drive 
them out of the land’.

In this case, Balak reacts on the basis of Israel’s track record in the terri-
tory of the Amorites rather than on the basis of first-hand experience, but 
the essential ingredients are the same. Israel’s expansion is threatening and 
leads its neighbours to attempt to reduce their numbers. The same pattern is 
reiterated with regard to Egypt in the para-liturgical Deut. 26.5-10:31

 30. To be fair to Chief Rabbi Bakshi-Doron and his followers, their view is consis-
tent with biblical theology. It is those of us who are happy to say that the Babylonian 
Exile was caused by divine retribution for Israel’s infidelity, yet shocked by the sug-
gestion that God engineered the Holocaust to punish Europe’s rapidly assimilating 
Jews, who are inconsistent. 
 31. Strikingly similar vocabulary in all three texts (esp. Mwc(, great, or brw Mwc(, 
great and populous) suggests a compositional or redactional relationship. 
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You shall then recite as follows before the lord your God: ‘My father 
was a fugitive Aramaean. He went down to Egypt with meagre numbers 
and sojourned there; but there he became a great and populous (brw Mwc() 
nation. The Egyptians dealt harshly with us and oppressed us; they imposed 
heavy labour on us. We cried to the lord, the God of our fathers, and the 
lord heard our plea and saw our plight, our misery and our oppression. The 
lord freed us from Egypt by a mighty hand and by an outstretched arm and 
awesome power, and by signs and portents. He brought us to this place and 
gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. Wherefore I now bring 
the first fruits of the soil which you, O lord, have given me.’

The impression of inordinate prosperity is important. That Israel flourished 
in Egypt prior to enslavement—foreigners were not automatically exploited 
as Gastarbeitern—emphasizes that persecution was not the default position 
in Egypt. Moreover, subsequent history makes it hard to see the interplay of 
assimilation and persecution either as a distinctively Egyptian response to 
Israel, or as a literary or theological trope. It is rather a reflection of human 
experience: successful immigrants attract attention, arouse jealousy and 
resentment, are accused of disloyalty, and are treated as scapegoats during 
periods of economic and social instability. In the case of Exodus, we cannot 
rule out the possibility that a narrative reflecting genuine experiences of 
persecution is used here for the ideological purpose of fighting assimilation. 
It is worth noting, though, that slavery and persecution are rarely presented 
as a serious threat to Israelite survival, whereas the twin threats of assimila-
tion and lost identity are ubiquitous.32 Leviticus 18.1-4 gives a sense of what 
I have I mind:

The lord God spoke to Moses, saying, speak to the Israelite people and say 
to them: I the lord am your God. You shall not copy the practices of the land 
of Egypt where you dwelt, or the land of Canaan to which I am taking you; 
nor shall you follow their laws. My rules alone shall you observe, and faith-
fully follow My laws. I the lord am your God.

Judging from the contents of the rest of Leviticus 18, the ‘practices’ men-
tioned here are forbidden sexual relationships. Elsewhere, intermarriage is 
associated with a security in the land:

You shall not intermarry with them: do not give your daughters to their sons 
or take their daughters for your sons. For they will turn your children away 
from Me to worship other gods, and the lord’s anger will blaze forth against 
you and He will promptly wipe you out (Deut. 7.3-4).33

In both Leviticus 18 and Deuteronomy 7, sleeping with the wrong person 
is equated with following foreign gods, rejecting God and his laws, and 

 32. Examples can be found in Lev. 18.1-4; Deut. 7.3-4, 13.7-12; Judg. 2.10-19; 
1 Kgs 11.1-5; Ezra 10.12-15; and in many other places.
 33. See also Ezra 10.12-15.
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the eventual loss of security in the land. And as noted above, assimilation 
is almost always identified as the starting point for persecution where the 
two occur together, not vice versa; God uses Israel’s enemies to punish 
Israel for assimilation, and later punishes the enemies for punishing Isra-
el.34 The standard biblical typology of assimilation and persecution does 
not, of course, establish beyond doubt that the same pattern occurs in 
Exodus. But given the typological prominence of the Exodus motif in the 
rest of the Bible, it is worth investigating other texts as possible sources 
of evidence. It goes without saying that the Bible is not a monolithic text. 
It was written and redacted over a period of at least eight hundred years, 
and expresses a multitude of voices and points of view. There is no single 
common thread leading straight to the gingerbread house of key biblical 
themes. Yet despite the Bible’s diverse interests and perspectives, it is 
possible to identify a unifying preoccupation with Israel’s relations with 
the people who live around and within it, and the impact of those relations 
on Israelite identity.
 Narratively speaking, this preoccupation begins in Genesis 1, where 
unformed chaos is controlled by means of division and separation—light 
from darkness, water from water, day from night—and all life forms are 
created according to their different kind. It continues in the patriarchal 
narratives where, among many other themes and concerns, brothers rep-
resenting tribes and nations, as well as themselves, engage in a sustained 
dance of separation and reunion; in Leviticus and Numbers, where the 
pervading notion of holiness, the verbal root of which signifies ‘set apart’, 
is based on classification and categorisation; and on into Deuteronomy, 
where the land is emptied of its Canaanite inhabitants so that Israel can 
exist in the safety of a vacuum of its own. Even primarily military threats, 
such as the many attacks against Solomon (1 Kgs 11.14-40) and Assyria’s 
defeat of the Northern Kingdom and invasion of the Southern Kingdom 
(2 Kgs 17–19), are presented with an eye to the threat of willing, if reluc-
tant, submission and the subsequent loss of Israelite identity. The prophets 
who address these matters are torn between representing other nations as 
hostile enemies on the one hand and attractive past or potential lovers on 
the other. In the event, the latter predominates; Israel is a constitutionally 
unfaithful wife who cannot cope with the demands of monogamy (Hos. 
1–3), that is, an unnecessarily insecure people desperate to ally itself with 
other nations, especially Egypt. Whereas the threat of slavery is rarely 
prominent outside Exodus, anxiety about subjugation to more powerful 
states, especially Egypt, assimilation, and lost identity are threats that 
crop up again and again.

 34. See, e.g., the fate predicted for Babylon in Isa. 47.
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Representing Egypt

The representation of Egypt in biblical texts outside Exodus is instructive. 
I once published an article that opened with the observation that Israel’s 
symbolic arch-enemy was not Egypt, as might have been anticipated, but 
rather Amalek, a people that was either extinct or insignificant by the time 
the process of demonization began.35 At the time, I saw this as a tribute to 
the ethical sensitivities of biblical authors, but I am unfortunately obliged 
to qualify my compliment in the light of my conclusions here. I now think 
the biblical writers’ interest in creating a symbolic enemy was not humani-
tarian, as I had believed and hoped; rather, there was no biblical tradition 
of Egypt as a particularly potent enemy. Post-biblical texts, such as the 
Passover Haggadah, that demonize Pharaoh may have been filling a sur-
prising gap in the literature. For the biblical writers, Egypt was certainly a 
harsh regime, though arguably no harsher than the Solomonic empire for its 
inhabitants. Several texts suggest parallels between the two—Isa. 19.1-4, 
for example, and the laws of the king in Deut. 17.14-20 and 1 Sam. 8.11-18, 
where the king in question may be Solomon or Sennacherib or some com-
bination of the two. Moreover, the harshness the biblical writers had in 
mind was manifested primarily in taxation and demands for participation 
in building projects. We cannot exclude the possibility that the little overt 
persecution that exists in Exodus other than the death decree in ch. 1 was a 
polemic against all powerful monarchic regimes, foreign or Israelite.36 Be 
that as it may, Egypt was not only a harsh regime; it was also the place to 
which Israel turned at times of adversity, in other words, a place of longing. 
This is especially evident in Isaiah 30 and 31, where Israel is criticized 
for turning to Egypt for help against Assyria when the people should have 
relied upon God, and in Jeremiah 42–44, where Israelites are criticized for 
fleeing to Egypt when they should have submitted to Babylon for a limited 
period of divine punishment. Isaiah 48.20, ‘Go forth from Babylon, flee 
from Chaldaea’, signals the end of this period. Although there are more 
oracles of greater length against Egypt—see for example Isaiah 19, Jer-
emiah 46 and Ezekiel 29—than against the Philistines, Moabites, Ammo-
nites, Babylonians, Edom, Tyre and Damascus, the explanation seems to lie 
in the politics of the day, not in the memory of the Exodus. Egypt, along 
with Babylon/Assyria, attracts more attention than the other nations because 

 35. ‘Remembering Amalek: A Positive Biblical Role Model for Dealing with Nega-
tive Scriptural Types’, in D.F. Ford and G.N. Stanton (eds.), Reading Texts, Seeking 
Wisdom: Scripture and Theology (London: SCM Press, 2003), pp. 139-53.
 36. M. Oblath, ‘Of Pharaohs and Kings—Whence the Exodus’, JSOT 87 (2000), 
pp. 23-43, understands the authors of Exodus to be thinking about Solomon when they 
wrote about Pharaoh.
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its relationship with Israel was especially fraught over a long period of time. 
The dynamic in which Egypt as oppressive enemy vies with Egypt as inap-
propriate ally is clearly evident in ‘historical’ texts such as 1 Kings 3 and 
11, where it applies to Solomon and Jeroboam, and all these concerns may 
be played out in narrative terms in Gen. 12.10-20, where Abraham is prom-
ised a land of his own, but goes down to Egypt as soon as the going gets 
tough.37

 In several important respects, the Babylonian Exile functions as a water-
shed as far as Egypt is concerned; texts from that period emphasize the 
miraculous bringing out of Israel from Egypt in a way that earlier texts 
do not. This is especially evident in Isaiah 40–55, where the exodus from 
Egypt is offered as a precedent for a return to Judah from Babylon. In these 
texts, we see strong evidence of a dynamic tradition in relation to Egypt; 
in the hands of that prophet, the Exodus motif was transformed, reapplied 
and imbued with a new significance for a new generation in new politi-
cal circumstances. Deuteronomy makes a similar use of the Exodus motif, 
though the majority of references occur in Deuteronomy’s so-called exilic 
frame, where it is linked explicitly to the Babylonian exile,38 as opposed 
to in what many scholars identify as Deuteronomy’s pre-exilic core (chs 
12–26). A significant exception is Deut. 26.5-10, the ‘wandering Aramaean’ 
text discussed above, as well as the law of the king in 17.16 and the rules 
on admission to the community in 23.8. There is no space here to analyse 
all Deuteronomy’s references to Egypt, but the latter text in particular sug-
gests a relatively positive outlook. Ammonites and Moabites can never join 
the congregation of the lord—for failing to supply sustenance in the wil-
derness and for hiring Balaam, futilely as it turns out, to curse Israel. That 
children born to Egyptians must be excluded for a mere three generations 
may suggest that whatever happened in Egypt was not too dire.
 As with the representations of Egypt discussed above, the Egypt/Meso-
potamia parallel is complex. Some rabbinic commentaries portray Meso-
potamia as a place of suffering, but the Bible contains much less evidence 
than we might wish that it was seen negatively at the time. On the contrary, 
the people who experienced it were extraordinarily quiet about what actu-
ally happened there, perhaps through a wish to avoid a jarring disjunction 

 37. I see Gen. 12.10-20 as an exilic text, polemicizing against Egypt in the way 
that Jeremiah does in chs. 42–44, and developing a negative typology of Egypt in 
the service of a structural parallel with Babylon. See my discussion of the wife-sister 
texts in Revisions of the Night: Politics and Promises in the Patriarchal Dreams of 
Genesis (Shefffield: JSOTSup, 288; Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), Chapter 1 (on 
Abimelech’s dream).
 38. H. Newton, ‘How and to What Ends Does the Book of Deuteronomy Invoke 
Memories of the Exodus Event?’ (unpublished undergraduate dissertation submitted 
to the Faculty of Divinity, Cambridge University, 2004). 
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between the prophetic conception of the Babylonian Exile as a punish-
ment for sin and the positive experience of the exiles themselves. Would 
the author of Isaiah 40–55 have needed to work so hard on his manifesto 
for return had he not been addressing happily assimilated Jews? Indeed, 
their distilled presentation of their experience—including, I would say, in 
Genesis 29–31, where Jacob’s tenure with Laban is a type of Israel’s exile in 
Babylon—corresponds closely with the biblical presentation of Egypt as I 
have sketched it here. An important text in this connection is Ezek. 20.7-9, a 
rare or even unique assertion that Israel worshipped Egyptian gods in Egypt 
and that God brought them out to avoid punishing them in the sight of the 
nations—for the sake of his own reputation. Independently of this, God had 
promised Israel their own land (Ezek. 20.6), but the catalyst for departure 
was idolatry, not slavery. This suggests that Ezekiel, at least, was far more 
concerned with assimilation, a natural partner with idolatry, than with per-
secution, not generally linked to the worship of other gods. The so-called 
anti-idol polemics in Isaiah 40–55, which I characterize in a later chapter as 
part of an internal religious debate in which the prophet polemicizes against 
the priestly cult, may perhaps point in the same direction.39 On the one hand, 
then, life in the Diaspora was not necessarily unpleasant and the temptation 
to assimilate was ever-present. On the other hand, the authors or redactors 
needed to create negative associations for the Diaspora, not least to discour-
age assimilation. These needs may explain the presence, later incorporation, 
or even later enhancement of the themes of slavery and oppression into the 
Exodus story.

Egypt in Exodus

How does the ambivalence towards Egypt I have sketched here relate to 
Exodus? In the first instance, it should caution against an overly simple 
reading. Even the most overtly hostile of the texts mentioned above does 
not portray Egypt as ‘the evil other’ and those, such as Isaiah 19, that use 
the language of oppression do so in the context of a strong monarchy, not 
racial persecution. As in Exodus itself, this last point is eclipsed in transla-
tions such as the nJPs rendering of Isa. 19.4, ‘And I will place the Egyptians 
at the mercy of a harsh master, and a ruthless king shall rule them’, which 
uses ‘ruthless’ instead of the less loaded ‘strong’. So rather than thinking 
about Egyptians as an evil people single-mindedly committed to the routine 
oppression of minorities, we should perhaps consider Egypt as a complex 
society whose citizens included some who persecuted others in extremis. 
Persecution is the outcome in both cases, but we evaluate the persecutors dif-
ferently depending on our underlying assumptions about their motivations. 

 39. I am grateful to Joel Kaminsky for pointing this out (personal communication).
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I shall try to show now that the image of Egypt as a complex society fits 
better in Exodus than the notion of homogenous oppressors.
 Exodus in its final form makes it clear that foreigners were not automati-
cally persecuted in Egypt:40

But the Israelites were fertile and prolific; they multiplied and increased very 
greatly, so that the land was filled with them. A new king arose over Egypt 
who did not know Joseph. And he said to his people, ‘Look, the Israelite 
people are much too numerous for us. Let us deal shrewdly with them, so 
that they may not increase; otherwise in the event of a war they may join our 
enemies in fighting against us and rise from the ground. So they set taskmas-
ters over them to oppress them with forced labour… (Exod. 1.7-11a).

On this account, Israel had thrived there since the time of Joseph; its prob-
lems began when its inordinate success was seen as a threat to the host 
culture. The fear that Israel might join with an enemy and rise against Egypt 
was neither baseless paranoia nor an exclusively Egyptian anxiety. The 
same typology occurs elsewhere, and, historically speaking, this is probably 
what happened in Babylon;41 the Pharaoh who forgot Joseph is a type of 

 40. I take this to be a priestly addition to Exodus.
 41. Another possible example is Krpb in Exod. 1.13. nJpS is typical in translating 
this as ‘ruthlessly’, but its use in Lev. 25, which surely, given the subject matter, has in 
mind Exod. 1.13, suggests that this translation may be inappropriate. Lev. 25.35-55 is 
about terms and conditions of ownership of slaves, not about the quality of their treat-
ment. Its main distinction is between the ownership of Israelites versus non-Israelites. 
Israelites can be owned, but not in perpetuity, while non-Israelites can be owned in 
perpetuity (although b#wtw rg in v. 35 is a complication). Elsewhere, Egypt is usually 
invoked to remind Israelites not to abuse non-Israelites on the basis that they were 
strangers/resident aliens in Egypt. Here it is different; Egypt is invoked to remind 
Israelites that God redeemed them from Pharaoh, that they are thus God’s slaves, and 
that they cannot therefore be owned by each other or by anyone else. Krp is used only 
in relation to Israelites (25.42, 46, 53). The prohibition of Krp in relation to Israelites 
could be taken to imply that it is acceptable in relation to non-Israelites: you cannot do 
this to Israelites, but you can do it to non-Israelites. If so, the allusion to Exod. 1.13 is 
not just different from the norm, it is incompatible with it. The implication of the allu-
sion would be: Pharaoh treated you with Krp, so you cannot treat each other with Krp, 
but you can treat foreigners with Krp. Not only is this illogical, but it would come 
close to the use of Exodus to justify the abuse of foreigners. Krp is juxtaposed in v. 
43 with the slightly odd formula, Kyhl)m t)ryw. Three of the other four occurrences 
of this phrase in Leviticus occur unambiguously in relation to a vulnerable group—the 
elderly (19.32), the blind (19.14), the impoverished (25.36). The fourth (25.17) occurs 
in the context of purchases and sales around the time of the jubilee, when both parties 
are potentially vulnerable. This suggests that Krp might signify exploitation or taking 
advantage; the Israelites are warned not to exploit other Israelites at their time of need, 
perhaps in this case by making them sign away their freedom permanently. This analy-
sis, if correct, argues against the translation ‘ruthlessly’ for Krpb. Pharaoh certainly 
seems to have given the Israelites less favourable terms of employment following his 
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Nebuchadnezzar, while the Israelites in Egypt are typological forerunners 
of the exiles in Babylon who joined ranks with Cyrus in opposition to the 
Babylonian status quo. Pharaoh’s edict was not unprovoked violence, but 
an inhumane and deeply inappropriate response to perceived and justified 
fear.
 Another indication that persecution is not at the heart of Exodus is the 
more or less complete absence of examples of what might fairly be called 
persecution. As several scholars have observed, the evidence usually cited 
against Egypt is not all that condemning. Was it really so terrible that 
Pharaoh forced the Israelites to gather their own straw without reducing 
their output?42 The dominant trend in the history of interpretation charac-
terising Israel’s slavery as oppressive has tended to rely on loaded English 
translations such as ‘bondage’ instead of ‘work’ for hdb(, as in 2.23. At 
the same time, modern sensibilities about slavery have masked the obvious 
point: Pharaoh was typical of ancient Near Eastern slave owners, and what 
Exodus describes is basically corvée labour. Pharaoh’s demand that the Isra-
elites gather their own straw may be seen as ‘a classic union busting move’ 
designed ‘to humiliate anyone trying to improve working conditions’.43 
This is an employment crisis centred on the impossibility of serving two 
masters, God and Pharaoh. It is instigated by God, through the demand that 
Israelites worship him in the wilderness, and exacerbated by Pharaoh with 
his accusations of shirking and unreasonable productivity demands. From 
a later Jewish perspective, this is all too familiar: another Jewish (unfortu-
nately and misleadingly labelled) ‘holiday’? No wonder some nineteenth-
century German Reform Jews were tempted to move Shabbat to Sunday. 
This tension is the crux of Moses’ original request to Pharaoh, Let my 
people go! Later commentators, seeking to embed the theme of liberation 
from slavery, are inclined to quote Moses out of context. But in the first 
instance, it applied not to liberation from slavery or to entry to the Promised 
Land, but to a simple request for permission to observe a religious festival 
that was not in the Egyptian calendar. There is, of course, room to read this 
demand as the opening move in a negotiating strategy that culminates in 
escape and contributes to Pharaoh’s obstinacy. Yet it is worth paying atten-
tion to the precise nature of the ‘excuses’ offered, which surely reflect what 
were perceived by the authors as areas of heightened tension and sensitivity. 
Even if Moses’ request to observe a festival was just a means to an end, and 

observation that they were becoming too numerous and powerful, but we cannot be 
sure that he treated them ruthlessly.
 42. H. Gressman, cited by B.S. Childs, Exodus: A Critical Theological Commen-
tary (Old Testament Library; London: SCM Press, 1974) aptly describes Pharaoh’s 
command that the Israelites should gather their own straw as Kinderspiel (p. 11).
 43. Joel Kaminsky, personal communication, May, 2006.
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Pharaoh’s increasing the workload was simply a convenient form of oppres-
sion, the choice in each case points to the bigger picture. God and Pharaoh 
demand different kinds of service—God wants sacrifices while Pharaoh 
wants bricks and mortar. It may or may not be pertinent to this discussion 
that, assuming that a Temple was built and Israelites built it, God eventually 
wants both, on which subject, more below. 
 The single clear-cut, no argument case of persecution in Exodus is Pha-
raoh’s decree that all baby boys—by which all Hebrew baby boys is presum-
ably intended—must be put to death. Yet even this element of the narrative is 
more entangled than it at first appears. Scholars identify the death decree as 
a plot device enabling narrators to make use of a standard ‘birth of the hero’ 
story in which a child is abandoned, loses contact with his family and his 
people, and yet grows up to interact with them in some striking way—often 
as a leader or king.44 In parallel stories, they claim, the baby was usually 
abandoned at birth, but since exposing babies was not an Israelite practice, 
the writers needed an alternative mechanism for transporting Moses from 
his parental home to Pharaoh’s palace. That the writers were sensitive to a 
contrast between Egyptian and Israelite practices in this realm is supported 
by the parallel contrast between Hagar the Egyptian’s response to Ishmael’s 
seemingly imminent death in the wilderness in Genesis 21—she leaves him 
under a bush (v. 15) and sits down at a distance (v. 16)—and Abraham’s 
response to Isaac’s apparently imminent death in Genesis 22—he holds the 
knife himself. Hagar’s behaviour, especially juxtaposed with Abraham’s, 
evokes exposure, as described also in Exod. 2.3-4, where Miriam too waits 
at a distance. At any rate, Pharaoh’s death decree simultaneously achieved 
this end and cemented the hostility between Egyptians and Israelites that 
would lead to Israel’s eviction. That it was a plot device and not an inherent 
part of the narrative is suggested by the striking lack of interest in it as the 
narrative unfolds. One might have expected a justificatory reference to the 
decree in relation to the death of the firstborn, for example, but the firstborn 
plague is linked to Pharaoh’s stubbornness—‘When Pharaoh stubbornly 
refused to let us go, the lord slew every first-born in the land of Egypt, 
the first-born of both man and beast. Therefore I sacrifice to the lord every 
first male issue of the womb, but redeem every first-born among my sons’ 
(13.15). It looks forward—Israelite firstborn sons will henceforth belong to 
God—not backwards. And neither is the decree mentioned, as might have 
been expected given the aquatic parallels, in connection with the Egyptians 
drowned in the Reed Sea.
 Even as it is articulated, Pharaoh’s decree is complex. Phase one, all Isra-
elite babies must be killed at birth, is easily overturned by mere midwives. 
Phase two amounts to severe population control: ‘Every boy that is born 

 44. Childs, Exodus, pp. 4-8.
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you shall throw into the Nile’ (1.22). While horrifyingly inhumane, this is 
not far removed from present-day population laws in some countries. And 
once again, even if Pharaoh did intend the death of the baby boys, a woman 
easily overturns the decree; the intervention of Pharaoh’s daughter shows 
that righteous people live in Egypt and are willing to stand up for the good, 
even against their own fathers, and even when their own father is king! 
Pharaoh tells all his people—not explicitly just Israelites, though that seems 
most likely—to throw their baby boys into (literally ‘towards’—a possible 
hint that exposure was intended?) the river. Moses’ mother complies, either 
absolutely or more or less, depending on the weight of the directional heh 
(h), when she puts Moses on the bank of the Nile. Pharaoh’s daughter dis-
obeys when she takes him back: ‘…and she sent her slave girl and she 
fetched it’ (2.5).45 Her act of defiance is intensified and memorialized when, 
according to the Hebrew text, at least, she equates the name Moses with her 
action in rescuing him: whty#m Mymh-Nm yk rm)tw h#m wm# )rqtw, ‘And 
she called him Moses saying, “For I drew him out of the river” ’ (2.10). The 
naming of Moses thus mirrors the precise respect in which he functions as 
a microcosm for Israel. The one who, following the Hebrew meaning of 
his name, draws Israel out of Egypt is himself multiply drawn—out of the 
bosom of his family, out of the Nile, and out of Pharaoh’s palace. At any 
rate, the account of Pharaoh’s decree and his daughter’s resistance is impor-
tant, both for its demonstration that the killing was motivated by fear and an 
interest in population control, not by irrational hatred, and for making the 
point that not all Egyptians were enemies of Israel.
 Even the characterisation of Pharaoh implied above—a persecutor coun-
terbalanced by his virtuous daughter—is overly simplistic. The information 
that Pharaoh had forgotten Joseph hints that the death decree was a political 
decision grounded in reason, not irrational hatred. Had Pharaoh remembered 
Joseph, and thus been able to factor Joseph’s contribution into the equation, 
he might have acted differently towards the Israelites. That Pharaoh was 
ultimately a reasonable man who responded to external evidence is indi-
cated by the repeated need to harden his heart, as we see in Exod. 9.12, 
10.1, and 11.10. Surely this feature of the narrative would sit uneasily in a 
text constructed to demonize Pharaoh? The evil tyrant post-biblical com-
mentators love to portray would hardly need cardiac Viagra. The harden-
ing of Pharaoh’s heart has long proved problematic for commentators, who 
wonder why God prolonged Israelite and intensified Egyptian suffering. 
The motif has served as a magnet for the most empathic exegesis, as well 
as for the more predictable character assassination. The mediaeval Italian 
commentator Sforno sees the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart as a divinely 

 45. J.C. Exum, Plotted, Shot and Painted:: Cultural Representations of Biblical 
Women (JSOTSup, 215; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), p. 85.
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given opportunity for repentance, stressing that each successive hardening 
allows Pharaoh to repent afresh and accrue fresh benefit.46 The liberation 
theme properly played out requires clear-cut and straightforward enemies 
and victims. The hardening of Pharaoh’s heart undermines his stature as a 
worthy enemy. At the worst, the notion that, left to his own devices, Pharaoh 
was not quite bad enough is seriously problematic. At best, God’s interven-
tion complicates the picture, much as it is complicated images of Egyptian 
slaves and Israelites with their own resident aliens. Egypt was not a dra-
matic crisis to which God responded in order to resolve, but a messy situa-
tion that required careful stage-management if the desired outcome was to 
be achieved.
 That it was not the intention of Exodus to demonize Egypt or Egyp-
tians is suggested by certain features of the description of the departure. 
For a persecuted people, the Israelites exhibit remarkably little fear when 
it comes to their enemies. The plagues served as the first nails in the coffin 
of Hebrew-Egyptian relations, much as those that afflicted Pharaoh and 
his household in Genesis 12 made it impossible for Abraham to go back 
to Egypt: ‘But the lord afflicted Pharaoh and his household with mighty 
plagues on account of Sarai, the wife of Abram… and Pharaoh put men in 
charge of him [Abraham] and they sent him off with his wife and all that 
he possessed’ (Gen. 12.17-20).47 Notably, co-existence is possible in similar 
narratives without plagues, as is revealed by a comparison of the wife-sister 
story in Genesis 12 with those in Genesis 20 and 26. I see the Genesis wife-
sister stories as later than Exodus, and therefore able to fulfil the role of 
commentaries on Exodus, but even with a different theory of composition, 
the parallels are significant. Plagues render more or less untenable a rela-
tionship that can thrive in the same conditions minus plagues.
 The Reed Sea crossing can likewise be read as a mechanism for keeping 
Israel out of Egypt, though not for keeping Egypt out of Israel, as evidenced 
by the ‘mixed multitude’.48 Adopting the belt and braces approach to world 
domination, God ensures that the Reed Sea crossing preserves both the 
distance between the pursuing Egyptians and their Israelite quarry and, in 
the long term, the distance between the Israelites and Egypt. The violent 
drowning of Pharaoh and his army put paid to any hope Israel might have 
of return, and if the memory of closing waters was not deterrent enough, 
the forty years spent on a journey that could have been made in three days 
reinforced the message that Egypt was a place of the past. As the narrative 
unfolds, these precautions are shown to be necessary; the Israelites are not 

 46. Sforno, Commentary on Exodus, ad loc.
 47. Lipton, Revisions of the Night, pp. 35-62.
 48. I am grateful to Joel Kaminsky for pointing out the significance of the br br(, 
the mixed multitude.
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afraid of the Egyptians—the wilderness is a bigger threat to them: ‘And 
they said to Moses, “Was it for the want of graves in Egypt that you brought 
us to die in the wilderness?” ’ (14.11). Even as the Egyptian army advances, 
the Israelites want to return to Egypt: ‘Is this not the very thing we told you 
in Egypt, saying, “Let us be, and we will serve the Egyptians, for it is better 
for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the wilderness” ’ (14.12 ). This 
is precisely as God anticipated: ‘…for God said, “The people may have a 
change of heart when they see war and want to return to Egypt” ’ (13.17). 
Israel’s longing for Egypt does not, of course, preclude serious persecution. 
The nostalgia that some Jews from Berlin or Vienna experienced for certain 
aspects of German or Viennese culture is an extreme historical example of 
this phenomenon.49 But Exodus is a literary text, not an account of recent 
history or the psychology of survivors, and it is hard to see why its authors 
would compromise their ideological and theological messages unless they 
had to. It is also important to note that all Israel clamours to return to Egypt, 
not just isolated individuals with unusual priorities. All these signs of wide-
spread longing suggest that, from the perspective of the Exodus authors, life 
in Egypt was not so bad.
 The Egyptian attitude towards Israel is complex. There is little evidence 
of outright racial hostility. The case of hostility most often cited—the Egyp-
tian who beats the Hebrew (Exod. 2.11-12)—is severely undermined by the 
episode immediately following in which a Hebrew beats (the same verb) 
his fellow Hebrew. As individual cases of violent aggression, these may 
reflect negatively on society at large, but they are not evidence of racial 
hatred between Egyptians and Israelites. The prevailing Egyptian attitude 
towards Israel seems rather to be poised between generosity and fear. The 
generous behaviour of Pharaoh’s daughter, and possibly also of the mid-
wives, has already been noted. As I shall discuss in more detail below, the 
text makes it clear that Egyptians and Israelites were living alongside each 
other. Although God had to ensure that the Egyptians were well-disposed 
towards the Israelites when they came to borrow silver and gold—not a cup 
of sugar, after all!—they are described as neighbours. In certain respects, 
Goshen functioned as a ghetto, though possibly closer in spirit to Hamp-
stead or Westchester than to Warsaw, but not all Exodus narratives—notably 
those mentioned directly above, where neighbours are Egyptian—assume 
that Israelites lived in Goshen. The Egyptian response to God’s advance 
warning about the plagues indicates that there were God-fearers among 
them. Egyptians who feared the lord’s word brought their slaves, presum-
ably not Hebrews, and animals indoors to safety, while those who did not 
exposed their property to the storm (9.20-21). Later retellings, especially 

 49. Some exegetes might infer from this that Exodus is indeed a historical recollec-
tion, but that reading is not an option for me.
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in the Passover Haggadah, quote Exodus selectively to give the impression 
that Israelites left before the bread could rise because they feared for their 
lives: ‘And they baked unleavened cakes of the dough that they had taken 
out of Egypt, for it was not leavened since they had been driven out of Egypt 
and could not delay; nor had they prepared any provision for themselves’ 
(12.39). But why were they driven out of Egypt? Because the Egyptians 
feared for their own lives: ‘The Egyptians urged the people on, impatient to 
have them leave the country, for they said, “We shall all be dead” ’ (12.33). 
This sheds a new light on the ‘bread of affliction’; it seems to have been the 
Egyptians, not the Israelites, who were afflicted. Once the Israelites had left, 
the Egyptians had to be urged or even forced by God to pursue them: ‘Then 
I will stiffen [lit. ‘strengthen’] Pharaoh’s heart and he will pursue them, that 
I may gain glory through Pharaoh and all his host’ (14.4), and ‘Pharaoh and 
his courtiers had a change of heart about the people’ (14.5). The picture 
that emerges from Exodus is by no means straightforward, but it does not 
readily support the standard simple reading of it.
 The question underlying Exodus concerns the feasibility or otherwise 
of successful integration into a country ruled or occupied by foreigners 
while yet preserving a separate ethnic identity—the biblical sine qua non. 
The answer seems to be that successful integration will lead inevitably to 
persecution, which is presented simultaneously as its consequence and the 
catalyst for the solution. Above all, as noted above, persecution following 
assimilation is not a problem that is specific to Egypt; it could happen any-
where. Indeed, one might say that, among Jews at least, the exodus story 
has remained central precisely because it has so often been replicated else-
where. The Egyptian experience points to the need for self-governance in 
a land of one’s own, where there is no risk of persecution at the hands of 
insecure rulers in search of scapegoats? And of course a land of one’s own 
is precisely the solution that is offered:

And the lord continued, ‘I have marked well the plight of My people in 
Egypt and have heeded their outcry because of their taskmasters; yes, I am 
mindful of their sufferings. I have come down to rescue them from the Egyp-
tians, to bring them out of that land to a good and spacious land, a land 
flowing with milk and honey, the region of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the 
Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites’ (Exod. 3.7-8).

Yet, as noted above, Egypt, unlike Amalek (Exod. 17.16; Deut. 25.19) is not 
a biblical arch-enemy, but the place to which Israel turns with longing in 
adversity. God predicts that Israel will want to return to Egypt the moment 
it is confronted with an enemy: ‘Now when Pharaoh let the people go, God 
did not lead them by the way of the Philistines, although it was nearer; 
for God said, “The people may have a change of heart when they see war, 
and return to Egypt” ’ (Exod. 13.17). This reflects Israel’s behaviour over 
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many centuries and in relation to many enemies (e.g. 2 Kgs 12.4; 18.21; Jer. 
42.9-22; Isa. 36.6; Ezek. 29.15-16). Even the aspects of Egyptian life most 
often held up for criticism by the biblical authors are not without attraction. 
Egypt evokes uncontrolled sex and licentiousness: ‘You shall not copy the 
practices of the land of Egypt where you dwelt’ (Lev. 18.3). It is a land 
full of Mrs Robinsons (Potiphar’s wife, Gen. 39) and Calvin Klein under-
wear models (‘She lusted for concubinage with them, whose members were 
like those of asses and whose organs were like those of stallions’, Ezek. 
23.20). And yet sexual fertility can be positive, even in texts that privilege 
men born of initially or apparently barren women.50 In the first instance, 
at least, it reflects well on Egypt that Hagar the Egyptian is spontaneously 
fertile (Gen. 16.4), whereas Sarah the Israelite needs help to conceive (Gen. 
16.1).
 The biblical opposition of spontaneous Egyptian versus divinely aided 
Israelite human fertility is replicated in the agricultural sphere. Yehuda 
Halevi’s equation of Egypt and Eden stands firmly in a biblical tradition 
(Gen. 13.10; Ezek. 31.1-14). Israelites long for the produce of Egypt: ‘We 
remember the fish that we used to eat free in Egypt, the cucumbers, the 
melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic’ (Num. 11.5). And nor is this 
mere wilderness whining; Deut. 11.10 contrasts Israel to Egypt to the appar-
ent disadvantage of the latter: ‘For the land that you are about to enter and 
possess is not like the land of Egypt from which you have come. There the 
grain you sowed had to be watered by your own labors, like a vegetable 
garden’. Yet the effect is almost the opposite. Since foot can be a euphe-
mism for phallus, and sowing for sex, while seed is an idiom for offspring, 
and moisture a desirable pre-condition for fertility,51 there is more to this 
than farming techniques. Small wonder the Israelites got tired of manna in 
the wilderness.
 I have already made the point that Egyptians and Israelites were not 
rigidly separated; this was not an apartheid state, and there is no indica-
tion of a master class of Egyptian slave owners set up in clear opposition 
to an underclass of Hebrew slaves. The Egyptians have their own masters 
and slaves: ‘…from the first-born of Pharaoh who sits on his throne to the 
first-born of the slave-girl who is behind the millstones’ (11.5, 12.29). The 
Israelites live alongside them as neighbours: ‘…they should ask to borrow, 
each man from his neighbour and each woman from her neighbour’ (11.2). 
They have their own leaders: ‘and the foremen of the Israelites, whom the 
taskmasters had set over them, were beaten’ (5.14). And they have their 
own second-class citizens: ‘Each woman shall borrow from her neighbour 

 50. See the birth narratives of Isaac, Jacob and Esau, Samson, and Samuel.
 51. Cf. Gen. 2.6; 18.12, where I take hnd( to signify moisture (desire), as well as 
pleasure.
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[closer to ‘house-mate’] and the lodger [or slave/concubine]52 in her house’ 
(3.22). This is especially clear in those few situations in which Egyptians 
and Israelites interact directly without mediation. Even in the vicinity of the 
‘high stakes’ first-born death decree, there is confusion about identity. Are 
the midwives Egyptian or Hebrew? If Egyptian, as I think, why do they have 
Hebrew names (1.15), why are they serving Israelites in this capacity, and 
why do they heed God over Pharaoh: ‘The midwives, fearing God, did not 
do as the king of Egypt had told them; they let the boys live’ (1.17)? And if 
Hebrew, why do they speak of fellow Israelite women with a detached objec-
tivity, as if they were animals: ‘The midwives said to Pharaoh, “Because the 
Hebrew women are not like Egyptian women: they are vigorous. Before the 
midwife can come to them, they have given birth” ’ (1.19). And why does 
God reward them for doing no more than they should be expected to do for 
their own people: ‘And because the midwives feared God, he established 
households for them’ (1.21)? At the risk of sounding postmodern, it seems 
to me that uncertainty may be the point here. The first-born decree is the 
identity crisis that demands clarity where formerly there was ambiguity.
 Identity in the Egypt of Exodus was more fluid than we usually suppose, 
as is clear from the twice-repeated instruction that the Israelites should leave 
with ‘borrowed’ silver and gold:

Each woman shall borrow from her neighbour and the lodger in her house 
objects of silver and gold, and clothing, and you shall put these on your sons 
and daughters, thus stripping the Egyptians (3.22).

And:

‘Tell the people to borrow, each man from his neighbour and each woman 
from hers, objects of silver and gold.’ The lord disposed the Egyptians 
favourably towards the people. Moreover, Moses himself was much 
esteemed in the land of Egypt, among Pharaoh’s courtiers and among the 
people (11.2-3).

The references to divine intervention may be read as a gloss to explain what 
is not readily explicable in light of the narrative sandwiched between these 
two passages, at least as it is generally construed. Would slaves live ‘next 
door’, even metaphorically, to non-slaves in a society as polarised as Egypt 
is claimed to have been? And even if so, would Israelite slaves be on suf-
ficiently good terms with their neighbours to ‘borrow’ silver and gold, espe-
cially at a tense time (labour disputes), and when their departure, along with 
the silver and gold they had ‘borrowed’, must have seemed imminent? The 

 52. The meaning of the Hebrew trg is uncertain. It may be a hapax legomenon 
denoting slave-concubine (cf. Job. 19.15-16), as D. Daube suggests in The Exodus 
Pattern in the Bible (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1963), pp. 53-54. Alternatively, 
it may be a construct of a feminine rg.
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word in 3.22 above translated ‘lodger’—evoking the image of a household 
struggling to make ends meet and taking in paying guests—is rg. Elsewhere 
in Exodus itself, and in texts that refer to it, nJPs translates rg as ‘stranger’: 
‘You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you were strangers 
in the land of Egypt’ (22.20). But rg can plausibly be translated as ‘resi-
dent alien’ or even ‘guest-worker’. Far from being strangers and migrant 
workers in straightforward opposition to the host culture, the Israelites have 
their own strangers and guest-workers. Yet again, the Hebrew blurs distinc-
tions and preserves ambiguities that collapse under the weight of English 
translations.
 That the Israelites have strangers in their houses and the Egyptians are 
servants (slaves) of Pharaoh is underlined in the account of the death of the 
firstborn:

…every first-born in the land of Egypt shall die, from the first-born of 
Pharaoh who sits on his throne to the first-born of the slave girl who is behind 
the millstones; and all the first-born of the cattle (11.5).

This confusing state of affairs is elaborated in a midrash in which distinc-
tions that clearly existed in the minds of its authors (hence the reference to 
‘taskmasters’) are carefully blurred:

The taskmasters were Egyptians but the officers were Israelites, one taskmas-
ter being appointed over ten officers and one officer over ten Israelites. The 
taskmasters used to go the officers’ houses early in the morning to drag them 
out to work at cock-crow. Once an Egyptian taskmaster went to a Jewish 
officer and set eyes upon his wife who was beautiful without blemish. He 
waited for cock-crow, when he dragged the officer out of his house and then 
returned to lie with the woman who thought that it was her husband, with the 
result that she became pregnant with him. When her husband returned, he 
discovered the Egyptian emerging from his house. He then asked her, Did he 
touch you? She replied, Yes, for I thought it was you. When the taskmaster 
realised that he was caught, he made him go back to his hard labour, smiting 
him and trying to slay him. When Moses saw this, he knew by means of the 
Holy Spirit what had happened in the house and what the Egyptian was about 
to do in the field, so he said, This man certainly deserves his death, as it is 
written: And he that smites any man mortally shall surely be put to death. 
Moreover, since he cohabited with the wife of Dathan he deserves slaying, as 
it is said: Both the adulterer and the adulteress shall be put to death (Exodus 
Rabbah 1.28).

Read on one level, this midrash is sinister; the appointment of some Israel-
ites to oversee others is disturbingly evocative of the organisation of Jews 
in Nazi Germany.53 More constructively, it provides Moses with a stronger 

 53. I thank Joel Kaminsky for making me confront a comparison that, though it had 
occurred to me, I had avoided thinking through.
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justification than that offered by Exodus for murdering the Egyptian task-
master, though one wonders if its authors had in mind the similarities 
between him and King David, and what we should infer about their under-
standing of Exodus and monarchy if they did. Most pertinently for us, and 
staying closer to the biblical text, it draws attention to the iceberg tip of a 
complex society where identities are confusingly blurred: Israelite ‘officers’ 
mediate between Egyptian taskmasters and other Israelites, women do not 
recognize their own husbands in bed, with all that that entails concerning 
circumcision, and sexual activity across the boundaries presumably pro-
duces mixed offspring.

Distinction and Separation

Yet another kind of evidence that the authors of Exodus were concerned 
with assimilation is the narrative prominence of the twin themes of distinc-
tion and separation. This is especially evident in relation to the plagues. The 
accounts of the first two plagues, blood and frogs, mention only Egyptian 
victims, thus separating Israel and Egypt in human terms. A geographic 
separation occurs with the lice; the region of Goshen is exempt, and Israel-
ites living there will not be affected:

But on that day I will set apart (ytylphw) a region of Goshen, where My 
people dwell, so that no swarm of insects shall be there, that you may know 
that I the lord am in the midst of the land. And I will make a distinction 
(tdp) between My people and your people (8.18-19).

Neither ytylphw nor tdp unambiguously signifies separation and distinc-
tion, but the context justifies the nJPs translations ‘set apart’ and ‘make a 
distinction’, and the ensuing plagues continue to highlight these themes 
(9.6-7, 26; 10.23; 11.6-7). All this reaches a painful conclusion with the 
plague of the first-born:

And there shall be a loud cry in all the land of Egypt, such as has never been 
or will ever be again; but not a dog shall snarl at any of the Israelites, at man 
or beast—in order that you may know that the lord makes a distinction 
between Israel and Egypt (11.6-7).

Until this point, the overt concern of the plague narratives has been divine 
power as an end in itself, demonstrated for the joint benefit of Israel and 
Egypt (9.16). The plague of the first-born introduces the new notion that 
Israel must know something, namely that it is different from Egypt. As with 
self-selection, is this the message of choice for a group of persecuted slaves 
or their typological successors? Surely they would have little difficulty in 
distinguishing between themselves and their oppressors if they were living 
in the ghetto culture we usually envisage? That differentiation is offered as 
the divine justification for the final and most destructive plague suggests 
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that the need to make distinctions was very great indeed, and therefore that 
the threat of assimilation was potent. As noted above, the need for separa-
tion is also underlined by the Reed Sea crossing which, in the short term, 
preserves a safe distance between the pursuing Egyptians and their Israelite 
quarry but, in the long term, achieves the crucial objective of preventing 
Israel from returning to Egypt. This is both physical—the waves will not 
part a second time—and political—the violent drowning of Pharaoh and his 
army make peaceful co-existence an unrealistic dream.

The Risk of Exaggeration: How Oppressive Was Slavery in Egypt?

Exodus tells a story of redemption, that is the transfer of ownership from 
Pharaoh to God. Even commentators who acknowledge this, admitting 
that God does not free Israel but takes possession of them, are inclined 
to emphasize the contrast between slave and servant, and between the 
exploitative Pharaoh and God the fair employer whose employees chose 
to work for him.54 The Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 88a conveys a differ-
ent impression. As it tells it, God held Mount Sinai over Israel’s heads 
like a barrel while ‘offering’ the commandments. The Babylonian Talmud 
Avodah Zarah 2b tells the same story, and even has the nations arguing 
with God on the basis of this apparent favouritism. Since God forced 
Israel to accept the Torah, but made no parallel attempt to coerce the 
nations, how can he criticize the nations for failing to accept the Torah? 
While this is a post-biblical spin with its own theological motivations, it 
is consistent with the Bible itself, where Israel’s free will in the matter 
is not emphasized, any more than its liberation from slavery is empha-
sized.55 Freedom and freewill are imported together into the Exodus story. 

 54. A typical ‘faith community’ example: ‘ “Avadim Hayenu”: We were slaves of 
Pharaoh, begins our response to “Mah Nishtanah”. So are we now a free people in a 
free land? In Parshat Behar, God tells us that in the jubilee year all land must revert 
to its original owner, Cr)h yl yk “ki li ha aretz”: because the land belongs to God 
and is not ours to sell. And any Israelite who is slave to another must be released, 
Mydb( l)#ry ynb yl yk “ki li bnei Yisrael avadim”: for the children of Israel are 
my slaves. Can it be that we have been delivered from slavery in Egypt only to 
become slaves in another place? Not if Mydb( “avadim” is understood to mean ser-
vants, not slaves. There is a world of difference between being servants of a hostile 
ruler in a foreign country, and serving God by carefully stewarding the land which has 
been promised to us: that is the liberation we celebrate together at Pesach’ (E. Grazin, 
Limmud e-mail Torah commentary, 16 May 2006).
 55. See J.D. Levenson, ‘Covenant and Consent: Biblical Reflections on the Occa-
sion of the 200th Anniversary of the United States Constitution’, in D.M. Goldenberg 
(ed.), The Judeo-Christian Tradition and the US Constitution: Proceedings of a Confer-
ence at Annenberg Research Institute, November 16-17, 1987 (Philadelphia: Annenberg 
Research Institute, 1989), pp. 71-82.
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Post-biblical Judaism designates Passover as wntwrx Nmz, the time of our 
freedom, and twrxh gx, festival of freedom, but the freedom is not in the 
Bible itself and must be incorporated from a wordplay on Exod. 32.16.56 
Later commentators, embedding the theme of slavery versus freedom, 
quote out of context ‘Let my people go’ (5.1), and overlook God’s explicit 
request for service, ‘…you shall worship God at this mountain’ (3.12). 
Despite the fact that the Hebrew )cy is almost always rendered ‘go out’, 
many English translations, including nJPs, take the liberty of translating 
)cy throughout Exodus as ‘go free’: ‘Come, therefore, I will send you to 
Pharaoh, and you shall free my people, the Israelites, from Egypt’ (3.10). 
That ‘bringing out’ is not synonymous for ‘liberating’ is indicated by the 
jarring juxtaposition in nJPs of the announcements that the lord ‘freed’ 
the Israelites from Egypt (12.51) and that every first-born belongs to God 
(13.2). This hardly sounds like freedom as usually construed.
 Deuteronomy’s sabbath command merits particular attention in a discus-
sion of slavery versus service:

Observe the sabbath day and keep it holy, as the lord your God has com-
manded you. Six days shall you labour and do all your work, but the seventh 
day is a sabbath of the lord your God; you shall not do any work—you, 
your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your ox or your ass, or 
any of your cattle, or the stranger in your settlements, so that your male and 
female slave may rest as you do. Remember that you were a slave in the land 
of Egypt and the lord your God freed you from there with a mighty hand 
and an outstretched arm; therefore the lord your God has commanded you 
to observe the sabbath day (Deut. 5.12-15).

As traditionally read, the instruction to include male and female slaves in 
the sabbath rest implies a contrast with Egypt, where this did not occur.57 
But several counter-readings come to mind. First, commandments one and 
two arguably offer Egypt as a justification for God’s demand for exclusivity: 
God brought you out of Egypt (away from competing demands) and now 
you should neither have other gods nor serve them. Deuteronomy’s sabbath 
commandment may use Egypt similarly as a reinforcement of God’s right to 
demand service in the face of the competing demands that must have existed, 
especially in a discussion about slaves. God asks to be served through a day 
of complete rest by all occupants of the land, human and animal. The fact 
that he brought Israel into the land entitles him to make this demand, and 
the reference to slaves in Egypt may be a subtle acknowledgement that 

 56. Commenting on ‘The writing was of God, engraved on the Tablets’ (Exod. 
32.16), R. Yehoshua ben Levi said, ‘Do not read “engraved”, but rather “freedom”, for 
no one is free but one who engages in the Law’ (Mishnah Avot 6.2).
 57. G.W. Hepner, Legal Friction: The Interplay of Law and Narrative and Identity 
Politics in Biblical Israel (New York: Peter Lang, in preparation).
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Israelites may find it particularly difficult to give their own slaves a day 
off, but have a special obligation to do so. A comparison with the sabbath 
command in Exod. 20.8-11 supports this reading. The reference there to 
creation justifies the command: God rested so you should rest and, by the 
way, he made you so should do what he asks. Similarly, God ended your 
slavery so he could order you to rest, and by the way, since he owns you, 
you must do what he says! It is also worth asking whether a desire for imita-
tion is implicit in both sabbath commands. Since God rested on the sabbath, 
Israel should rest. And since God is a slave-owner who requires his slaves 
to rest, so Israelites should be slave-owners who require their slaves to rest. 
On this reading, what actually happened to Israel in Egypt is neither here 
nor there. At any event, we should avoid making the easy inference that 
references to slavery in Egypt necessarily reflect unfavourably upon Egypt, 
and should at the very least read them in the context of the Bible’s general 
interest in apodictic law.
 The relative unimportance of freedom in the Exodus narrative is also 
indicated by the initial catalyst for Israel’s departure. As noted above, the 
tension between God and Pharaoh is exposed when God demands worship 
in the wilderness: ‘Now therefore let us go a distance of three days into the 
wilderness to sacrifice to the lord our God’ (3.18). Yet God makes Pharaoh 
refuse to let the people go to meet his demand: ‘I, however will stiffen his 
heart so that he will not let the people go’ (4.21). The conflict between 
Israel’s two masters is intensified when Pharaoh accuses the Israelites of 
shirking, citing religious conflicts of interest: ‘For they are shirkers; that is 
why they cry, “Let us go and sacrifice to the lord our God” ’ ( 5.8). This 
conflict between state and religion is the crux of Moses’ original request 
to Pharaoh: ‘Let My people go that they may celebrate a festival for Me in 
the wilderness’ (5.1). Exodus treats the servant with two masters dilemma, 
often explored vis-à-vis kingship (cf. 1 Sam. 8.7; Est. 3.2),58 as a conflict of 
interest that is ultimately unmanageable, rendering the Diaspora untenable 
in the long-term.59 The conflict is raised in its most basic form; God and 
Pharaoh both want to be served, Pharaoh via building projects and God via 
worship. The choice is crystallized in the formulaic Mydb( tyb, house of 
bondage. The concept of the ‘house of bondage’ is so familiar that we rarely 
pause to reflect on its meaning, but its significance is not obvious. Given 
that the Israelites were not actually imprisoned in Egypt, the term must be 
more metaphorical than literal, and it is tempting to see it as a variant of the 

 58. The fact that kingship is not explored in Exodus has serious implications for 
the questions I am asking in this chapter, and merits more attention than I can give it 
here.
 59. W.H. Propp, Exodus: A New Translation with Notes and Commentary (Anchor 
Bible; New York: Doubleday, 1999), pp. 434-35.
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fiery furnace in which Israel is purified through hardship (Ezek. 22.17-22). 
Yet the broader contexts in which it occurs suggest another interpretation. 
All but one (Jer. 34.13) of the occurrences outside Exodus are embedded in 
warnings against false worship and following other gods (Deut. 5.6; 6.12; 
7.8; 8.14; 13.6, 11; Josh. 24.17; Mic. 6.4). Perhaps the term Mydb( tyb, 
house of bondage, was chosen not to evoke Egypt, but to evoke Temple 
service (house of service), the desired alternative.
 It is important to note that the Bible is not an abolitionist manifesto. On 
the contrary, it is assumed throughout that some form of slavery is inevi-
table and even desirable, and the account of Israel’s experience in Egypt is 
a basis of fair treatment of slaves:

‘Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt and the lord your 
God freed you (K)cyw, lit. brought you out), from there with a mighty hand 
and an outstretched arm; therefore the lord your God has commanded you 
to observe the sabbath day’ (Deut. 5.15, see also 15.12-15).

 The first laws mentioned after Sinai concern the manumission of slaves 
(‘When you buy a Hebrew slave’, Exod. 21.1), but ‘freedom’ is by no means 
presented as their aspirational ideal. In extremis, slavery can be a mecha-
nism for offering support and protection to the weak and disadvantaged, as 
is suggested by links in Exodus and beyond between db(, slave, and rg, 
stranger or resident alien, Mwty, orphan, and hnml), widow. These are Isra-
el’s disadvantaged, second-class citizens: ‘You shall not subvert the rights 
of the stranger or the fatherless’ (Deut. 24.17). And Egypt is a primary jus-
tification for treating them well: ‘Remember that you were a slave in Egypt 
and the lord your God redeemed you from there; therefore do I enjoin you 
to observe this commandment’ (Deut. 24.18). This formula is often read as 
if it instructs Do not oppress strangers because you were oppressed in the 
land of Egypt, but, as in the case of the Sabbath command discussed above, 
this is not what is said. The text does not evaluate Israel’s experience in 
Egypt, either positively or negatively. Rather, the fact that God redeemed 
(purchased, but without paying the bill, as it happens) Israel from Pharaoh 
is used to justify a certain set of demands they must meet in their own land, 
including the fair treatment of those dependent upon them.
 Finally, I note in passing that slavery has a function in Exodus that is 
unconnected with persecution and oppression. A person who was purchased 
as a slave automatically lost all prior status. Pharaoh’s ownership stripped 
Israel of whatever affiliations, social or otherwise, it may have had, and the 
erasing of prior loyalties (familial, tribal), allowing God to ‘adopt’ Israel 
as a son, was arguably the first step in nation-building.60 In this sense, the 

 60. J.L.R. Melnyk, ‘When Israel Was a Child: Ancient Near Eastern Adoption For-
mulas and the Relationship between God and Israel’, in M. Patrick Graham et al. 
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period of slavery in Egypt functioned as a form of clarification, much as the 
flood functions in Genesis to wipe out the inevitable confusion of primeval 
origins. It would be nice, though probably unrealistic, to say that slavery 
in Egypt paved the way for democracy in Israel. More likely, it offered the 
chance for a clean slate that was quickly filled with new social elites and 
hierarchies.

Moses as Evidence of the Assimilation Theme

A very different kind of textual evidence for the centrality of assimilation 
in Exodus may be detected in the representation of Moses, especially in the 
book’s mainly biographical prologue. The opening chapters of Exodus are 
most readily glossed as an introduction to the hero of the rest of the book. 
Moses is the man who leads Israel out of Egypt to the brink of the Promised 
Land, and into whose hands the Sinai laws are given. Surely we need to know 
something about him? The answer to that question is, not necessarily. In con-
trast to, say, Homer, the Bible is strikingly short on biographical information 
about its central figures. Of Abraham, we know only his place in a genealogy, 
that his wife was barren, and that God issued him with a set of demands. What 
we learn about Abraham as a person emerges piecemeal from narratives that 
report events in the period that is our concern; the text is silent about Abra-
ham’s life before that time. That this is counter-intuitive may explain why 
many Jews search Genesis in vain for the midrashic account of Abraham’s 
misspent youth as an assistant in his father’s idol shop. But a lack of interest, 
or even perhaps an active suppression, of biographical information is charac-
teristic of biblical literature in general. In prophetic texts, even Elijah who, 
unlike the classical prophets, features in a narrative where this sort of infor-
mation could theoretically be provided, pops up in the middle of a sentence 
and in the middle of his life: ‘Elijah the Tishbite, an inhabitant, said to Ahab, 
“As the lord lives, the God whom I serve, there will be no dew or rain except 
at my bidding” ’ (1 Kgs 17.1). What applies to the characters that inhabit bibli-
cal texts applies also to its authors. In striking contrast to Greek writers from a 
similar period, Israel’s self-declared historians provide no information about 
themselves, not even their names. In the biblical world, then, we should by 
no means expect biographical information about the lives and personalities of 
even the most important figures. The account of Moses’ childhood and pre-
‘prophetic’ call youth in Egypt is not predictable but, rather, exceptional. So 
why is it there?
 One possible answer is the inclination of biblical narratives to extract 
the general and the political from the individual and private. Jacob, for 

(eds.), History and Interpretation: Essays in Honour of John H. Hayes (JSOTSup, 173; 
Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993), pp. 245-59.
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example, is of interest both as an ancestor of Israel and because he rep-
resents a paradigm according to which future generations can validate 
themselves and justify their actions. On this reading, Moses is a paradigm 
for Israel—what happens to him will happen to the people. Where Moses 
differs from Jacob, though, is the sense in which his early life is a prologue 
to the action, not the action itself. In this respect, Exodus 1–3 is closer to 
Hosea 1–3 than to Genesis narrative, less a complex paradigm on the Jacob 
model than a microcosm to highlight simple parallels. In Hosea 1–3, the 
prophet marries a woman who is constitutionally unfaithful, discovers that 
she is indeed unfaithful, isolates her, and takes her back. In the rest of the 
book, the pattern is repeated with God and Israel. Given the absence of 
character analysis or psychological insight in Hosea 1–3, unlike the Genesis 
Jacob cycle, it is hard to imagine that its authors intended to illuminate the 
rest of the book in those terms; their interest is structural. The Exodus pro-
logue too lacks the kind of biographical information that establishes Moses’ 
credentials or explains why he became the sort of leader he did, as is the 
case with stories about the young David. It even supplies information that 
is effectively incompatible with what follows. If Moses was raised in Pha-
raoh’s palace by Pharaoh’s daughter, for example, why did he not rely on 
nepotism to extract Israel from Egypt? As it is, there is barely a hint that 
Moses is even familiar with Pharaoh, let alone a member of his household. 
This suggest that the point of the prologue was not to generate psychologi-
cal insights about Moses, but to highlight basic structural parallels between 
his life and Israel’s history.
 In what sense, then, does the early life of Moses serve as a microcosm of 
Israel as I have described it? First, and perhaps foremost, is the emphasis on 
hiddenness in relation to Moses, especially in the early parts of the narra-
tive. Moses is hidden, literally by his mother (Exod. 2.2-4) and metaphori-
cally in Pharaoh’s house (Exod. 2.9-10), making him structurally similar 
to Joseph, whom I shall discuss in detail below, and Esther, who is like-
wise hidden in the king’s palace (Est. 2.10), and whose name is changed 
to one that sounds at once sounds suitably Persian and evokes hiddenness 
in Hebrew (Est. 2.7). But whereas Joseph and Esther achieve what they do 
from within the system, Moses must leave it. The emphasis on Moses’ hid-
denness begins as soon as he is introduced:

The woman conceived and bore a son; and when she saw how beautiful he was, 
she hid him for three months. When she could hide him no longer, she got a 
wicker basket for him and caulked it with bitumen and pitch. She put the child 
into it and placed it among the reeds by the bank of the Nile. And his sister 
stationed herself at a distance to see what would befall him (Exod. 2.2-4).

At first Moses is unambiguously hidden, presumably in his mother’s house. 
Later he is semi-concealed in a basket and among the Nile reeds—given 
the identification between Egypt and the Nile, the latter is already a half-
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way house to Egypt—and finally he is fully concealed—even his name is 
changed, assuming he was named by his parents before he was weaned and 
taken to Pharaoh’s house:

So the woman took the child and nursed it. When the child grew up, she 
brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter, who made him her son. She named him 
Moses, explaining, ‘I drew him out of the water’ (Exod. 2.9b-10).

Pharaoh’s daughter’s naming of Moses, especially a name that evokes being 
drawn from water, a symbolic birth experience, represents the another stage 
of his hiddenness, and Moses subsequently tries to conceal (rts; cf. Esther) 
his face at the burning bush (Exod. 3.6). But what precisely is being con-
cealed? Above all, it is Moses’ identity that is hidden, but, in contrast to 
other similar cases, the text suggests from the outset that it will not remain 
concealed. Moses’ name indicates that he was destined to be drawn out, 
first from his original Israelite background, symbolized by his rebirth from 
the Nile, but ultimately out of Egypt, symbolized by his Reed Sea crossing, 
another symbolic birth.61

 An interesting ambiguity in the Exodus narrative centres on the question 
of whether Moses is newly born or reborn. God tells him that he is the God 
of a father Moses seems not to have known: ‘I am the God of your father, 
the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’ (3.6).62 This 
parallels Israel, whose relationship with God is at once newly established 
by Moses and based on a pre-existing promise to the patriarchs. There is 
a sense in which both Moses and Israel discover their roots, and yet the 
practical impact of the fact that they had roots to discover is slight to non-
existent. Moses must have known that he was a Hebrew, but there is no 
obvious sense that he is returning to his people. The text reports neither how 
he knew about his ethnic origins (a lot depends upon the age at which he 
was thought to have grown up; see Exod. 2.10, where he is returned by his 
mother to Pharaoh’s daughter), nor the practical implications of that knowl-
edge. The ambiguity surrounding Moses’ identity is mirrored in the question 
of whether or not he is ‘going home’ in geographic terms. The promised land 
is precisely that—promised; Exodus contains practically no indication that 
Moses’ ancestors had previously lived there, and had thus begun to fulfil 
God’s promise to Abraham in Gen. 12.1-3. Indeed, Moses’ relationship with 
the land is even more tenuous than his relationship with the people. He was 
born among Hebrews, but not in Canaan—hence the complete absence of 
verbs of return; we have )cy, go out, but no bw#, go back.

 61. A.G. Zornberg, The Particulars of Rapture: Reflections on Exodus (New York: 
Doubleday, 2001), pp. 223-24, writes evocatively of God at the Reed Sea as Israel’s 
midwife.
 62. Since Kyb), your father, is singular, it may refer not to the patriarchs, but to 
Moses’ own father, with the names of the patriarchs being added later.
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 All this is true for Israel, as well as for Moses. We are told that the Israel-
ites had ancestors, but nothing of how they knew or what they thought about 
them. Canaan is not the home to which the Israelites are returning, but the 
land their ancestors were promised that they (apparently the generation of 
‘Egyptian’ Hebrews, not the patriarchs themselves) would be given.63 On 
one level, the Exodus story makes no sense in its present form unless prior 
identification with Israel as a people and a land is assumed, and yet the two 
are not connected as strongly as one might have anticipated. The choice to 
present the land of Canaan in this particular way is especially striking given 
its role throughout the Bible and, as it turns out, throughout Jewish history, 
in preserving a collective identity.
 Exodus opens with a list of the people who came down to Egypt with 
Joseph (1.1-5). If the Joseph narrative links Genesis to Exodus, this text 
links Exodus to Genesis. Although it is short and almost formulaic, the 
details turn out to be telling. In Genesis, the land of Canaan is central. 
Famine in the land drives the brothers to Egypt in the first place (Gen. 42.2), 
and once there they go backwards and forwards between Egypt and Canaan, 
transporting food and bringing family members who had stayed behind. 
Ultimately even Jacob leaves Canaan but, when he dies, he is taken back 
by Joseph and buried there. In Exodus 1, the land slips from view and the 
focus shifts to the family. The complete silence about the land of Canaan is 
essential to the unfolding Exodus narrative. We are about to hear the story 
of the journey to the promised land, and when the patriarchs are invoked, 
it is invariably as the recipients of that promise, not as former residents of 
or sojourners in the land. Since Exodus gives no sense that the Israelites 
are going home, a reference to the land in Exodus 1 would produce all the 
wrong expectations.
 Another important feature underlined by the Moses microcosm is self-
selection in relation to identity:

Some time after that, when Moses had grown up, he went out, )cy, to his 
kinsfolk and saw their labors. He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of 
his kinsmen. He turned this way and that and, seeing no one about, he struck 
down the Egyptian and hid him in the sand (Exod. 2.11-12).

Just as Moses went out of Pharaoh’s palace, so will Israel go out of Egypt, 
and just as an act of violence forces Moses to decide whether he is an 

 63. The early references to the patriarchs (Exod. 3.6, 16; 4.5) do not refer the the 
promise of land, but simply identify God as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 
Later, the patriarchs are linked to the land, but only as recipients of a promise concern-
ing their descendants, not as inhabitants of the land themselves: ‘Then the lord said to 
Moses, “Set out from here, you and the people that you have brought up from the land 
of Egypt, to the land which I swore to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, saying, ‘To your 
offspring I will give it” ’ (Exod. 33.1).
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Egyptian or an Israelite, so violence forces even assimilated Israelites to 
move firmly into one camp or the other, and eventually precludes a return 
passage across the Reed Sea. The final act of self-selection occurs with the 
command to put blood on the door posts:

And the blood on the houses where you are staying shall be a sign for you: 
when I see the blood I will pass over you, so that no plague will destroy you 
when I strike the land of Egypt (12.13).

This instruction effectively shifts responsibility from God to Israel, and the 
effect of the shift is to emphasize assimilation, at least alongside and even 
perhaps over persecution as the significant threat. People would not usually 
have the choice at this advanced stage to remove themselves from the clutches 
of persecutors; external help or a change of heart on the part of the persecu-
tors is required. Assimilation, on the other hand, does not take the form of a 
crisis, and thus allows space and time for self-determination. Moreover, inter-
nal pressures as well as external are involved, thus making it easier for those 
affected to decide to change the course of events. Even at an advanced stage 
of assimilation, it is possible to reverse the process and hold fast to the origi-
nal identity. Self-determination of this kind is not usually an option for the 
persecuted. The decision to convert to the religion of the persecutors would, 
of course, represent a counter example, but it does not apply in this case.
 As well as settling the important question of precisely who left Egypt, 
self-selection addresses the even bigger question: who is, or who will be, 
an Israelite? The answer provided by this text is: whoever puts blood on his 
doorpost. According to the narrative’s own logic, Egyptians who observed 
the activity of their neighbours and decided to follow suit could have 
avoided the firstborn plague and left with everyone else. Israelites who 
ignored the warning, on the other hand, would have perished along with 
the Egyptians. This last factor is inconvenient for the traditional reading, 
and is thus often overlooked; as noted above, persecuted slaves would 
not have been given the choice to assimilate. The theme of assimilation is 
highlighted by a midrash on the word My#mx (fifths, columns?) in Exod. 
13.18, which claims that only a small proportion of Israelites left Egypt, 
the rest dying under cover of the three days of darkness,64 perhaps to save 

 64. See Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael (trans. J.Z. Lauterbach; Skokie: Varda Books, 
1933), Pisha 12.79-88: ‘Hamushim means one in five. Some say one in fifty. Some say 
one in five hundred. Rabbi Nehorai says: [I swear by] the Temple Service! It was not one 
in five hundred that went out [but fewer]. It says, “I made you into myriads like the grass 
of the field” (Ezek. 15.7), and it says, “The children of Israel were fruitful and swarmed 
and multiplied and became huge” (Exod. 1.6)—a woman would give birth to six at one 
time. And you say that one in five hundred went out?! [I swear by] the Temple Service! It 
was not one in five hundred that went out [but fewer]. Rather, many Jews died in Egypt. 
When did they die? During the three days of darkness, as it says, “People could not see 
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divine embarrassment, 65 or perhaps because the midrashic author equated 
darkness with assimilation. The Jews who died in Egypt were those who 
kept their identities in the dark (‘people could not see each other’, Exod. 
10.23)—incognito ergo sum.66 Assimilation anxiety likewise underlies 
the teaching attributed to Rabbi Eliezer ha-Kappar: Israel possessed four 
particular virtues in Egypt—they were chaste, they avoided slander, they 
did not change their names, and they did not change their language.67 The 
confused and confusing situation about who died—not to mention how 
they died (divine anger?)—finds a more positive echo in the account of 
who eventually left Egypt. Presumably Egyptians formed part of the mixed 
multitude (12.38), showing that the division was neither strictly ethnic nor 
class-based, but based on those who chose to throw in their lot.

Moses and Joseph as Evidence of Assimilation

A crucial component of Aaron Wildavsky’s argument in his stimulating 
book on assimilation in the Joseph narrative is the idea that Moses rep-
resents Joseph in reverse.68 Wildavsky assumes the texts in question were 
written in the order in which they appear, and thus concludes that Moses was 
introduced to undo what Joseph has done. I see the compositional primacy 
the other way around, with Exodus written before the Joseph narrative, 
and I conclude that Joseph is introduced to do whatever Moses effectively 
undoes. Joseph does many things, but above all he assimilates into Egypt. 
This suggests that the authors of the Joseph narrative saw Exodus as a solu-
tion to the problem of assimilation, and that their task was to show how that 
problem came to exist. Joseph was thus shaped in opposition to Moses, and 
the parallels enhanced by editorial additions to Exodus, mainly in ch. 2. 
Both Joseph and Moses are physically attractive (Gen. 39.6 cf. Exod. 2.2), 
a feature mentioned at precisely the point of immersion in Egypt (cf. also 
Sarah entering Egypt, Gen. 12.14). Moses is hidden, Npc (Exod. 2.2,3) 
and indeed subsequently hides, rts, his face (Exod. 3.6), while Joseph’s 
Egyptian name, xn(p tnpc,, Zaphenath-paneah, sounds like ‘hidden face’ 

each other” (Exod. 10.23). They were burying their dead, and they thanked and praised 
God that their enemies could not see and rejoice at their downfall.’
 65. Cf. Exod. R. 14.3.
 66. I learned this phrase from H. Soloveitchik, ‘Rupture and Reconstruction: The 
Transformation of Contemporary Orthodoxy’, Tradition 28.4 (1994), pp. 64-130. 
Soloveitchik says he learned it from his college days (n. 43).
 67. Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael, Pisha 5.17.
 68. A. Wildavsky, Assimilation versus Separation: Joseph the Administrator and 
the Politics of Religion in Biblical Israel (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 2002), pp. 
192-96, for many other parallels. Wildavsky too sees Moses undoing the assimilation 
created by Joseph, but, unlike me, assumes that Exodus is the later text.
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in Hebrew (Gen. 41.45). Moses is left by the Nile in response to a decree 
by Pharaoh (Exod. 2.3), and Pharaoh stands by the Nile in the dream that 
Joseph interprets at the start of his ascent (Gen. 41.3). Moses is drawn from 
the water (Exod. 2.10), while Joseph is drawn (Gen. 37.1) from a pit in 
which there is no water (Gen. 37.24). Both narratives feature the apparent 
absence of witnesses at the scene of a crime at the moment they ‘leave’ the 
bosom, metaphorical or actual, of Egypt: compare ‘He turned this way and 
that and saw that there was no man’ (Exod. 2.12) with ‘…and there was no 
man from the men of the house there’ (Gen. 39.11). Moses goes to a well 
in the land of Midian (Exod. 2.15), while Joseph is drawn from a water-
less pit by Midianites (Gen. 37.28) who seem otherwise superfluous to the 
narrative—they double with the Ishmaelites.69 On the face of it, both Moses 
and Joseph are accomplished assimilators; Moses assimilated successfully 
into Midian as well as in Egypt. Yet there are differences between them. The 
Egyptians acknowledge the impact of God on Joseph’s life (Gen. 41.31), 
but they do not involve themselves in the details. Moses’ Midianite family, 
by contrast, do not merely recognize and benefit from his relationship with 
God; at the very least, they become fellow-travellers, and at the most they 
participate. Zipporah saves Moses from God’s attempt to kill him by cir-
cumcising their son (Exod. 4.24-26), and Jethro provides the infrastructure 
for the application of Sinai law (Exod. 18.13-27). The dynamic between 
Moses and the various non-Israelites in whose midst he lives is quite differ-
ent than that between Joseph and the Egyptians and, in the end, only Moses 
comes out of Egypt alive.

Conclusions

The almost universally held assumption that Exodus is about oppressive 
slavery and persecution misses a crucial trick. It provides an inspiring 
model of resistance, but offers little or nothing in the way of guidance for 
those who find themselves wanting to sleep with the enemy. The Exodus 
solution to that particular problem is seclusion in a land of one’s own, but 
this raises a still more important matter that standard interpretations pass 
over in silence. Nationally speaking, Israel’s experience in Egypt is forma-
tive. By allowing a more complex reading of Exodus that incorporates con-
cerns about identity, we permit at the same time a richer national template 
to come into focus. This template is evident throughout the chapters that 

 69. See E.L. Greenstein, ‘An Equivocal Reading of the Sale of Joseph’, in K. Gros 
Louis (ed.), Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives, II (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1982), pp. 114-25. See also R. Pirson, The Lord of the Dreams: A Semantic and 
Literary Analysis of Genesis 37–50 (Sheffield: JSOTSup, 355; Sheffield Academic 
Press, 2002), pp. 69-79.
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describe Israel’s sojourn in Egypt, but its implications for the new nation are 
clearest in relation to Exod. 12.43-51:

The lord said to Moses and Aaron: This is the law of the Passover offering: 
no foreigner, rkn-Nb, shall eat of it. But any slave a man has bought may eat 
of it once he has been circumcised. No bound or hired helper shall eat of it. 
It shall be eaten in one house: you shall not take any of the flesh outside the 
house; nor shall you break a bone of it. The whole community of Israel shall 
offer it. If a stranger, rg, who dwells with you would offer the Passover to the 
lord, all his males must be circumcised; then he shall be admitted to offer 
it; he shall then be as a citizen of the country, Cr)h xrz). But no uncircum-
cised person may eat of it. There shall be one law for the citizen and one for 
the stranger who dwells among you. And all the Israelites did so; as the lord 
had commanded Moses and Aaron, so they did. That very day the lord freed 
the Israelites from the land of Egypt, troop by troop.

The designation of Passover as God’s eternal night of vigil for all Israel-
ites (12.42) is followed by an attempt to construct a nation around who 
may or may not eat the Pesach offering (Exod. 12.43-51). It will not be a 
nation without borders or immigration controls (no foreigners or temporary 
workers can participate, 12.45), but the stranger, rg, and by implication the 
slave, db(, will have the rights of full citizens conditional upon circumci-
sion (12.44). Here begins the story of people whose hearts, though enticed, 
were not seduced, and were thus given an extraordinary opportunity. Need-
less to say, the cost was high, not least in terms of Egyptian lives lost, and 
the bill everlasting: the eternal requirements to consecrate to God all first-
born men and animals (13.1, 15), and to celebrate Passover annually (13.6). 
But the intended benefit was a just society, shaped by lessons learned in 
Egypt and distilled through the liturgical lens of the events that accompa-
nied Israel’s birth as a nation.



Chapter 2

god’s influence on influencing god— 
A right royAl Puzzle

When my father was a king
He was a king who knew exactly what he knew,
And his brain was not a thing
Forever swinging to and fro and fro and to.
Shall I, then, be like my father
And be wilfully unmoveable and strong?
Or is it better to be right?
Or am I right when I believe I may be wrong?

‘A Puzzlement’, The King and I.1

Must an all-powerful king be immutable, or can he open himself to influence 
in whatever form it might take? Since this is 1950s Broadway, the King of 
Siam soon learns that real autocrats allow themselves to be educated, and 
since this is 1950s Broadway, education takes the form of a girl. The King 
of Siam’s puzzle is precisely the one that interests me in relation to the 
God of Israel. There is no Anna, of course, not even an Asherah, but there 
is the choice to be influenced. Reading two biblical narratives on kingship 
themes in the light of two rabbinic parables concerning kings, I suggest that 
the biblical writers saw kingship both as a locus of God’s power and, more 
surprisingly, as a vehicle through which God allows himself to be affected 
(educated). My strategy requires discussion of some negative aspects of 
kingship in order to uncover the constructive theological value that emerges 
once we acknowledge the difficulties inherent in describing God as a king. 
As is probably evident by now, what follows is not a comprehensive survey 
of divine kingship, but a reassessment of the significance of kingship lan-
guage and imagery when applied to God.2

 1. Oscar Hammerstein, 1951.
 2. I am grateful to Robert Gordon for inviting me to participate in the Cambridge 
University Old Testament Seminar series that generated the collection in which a 
version of this chapter, minus some new material on Esther, appears as ‘By Royal 
Appointment: God’s Influence on Influencing God’, in R.P. Gordon (ed.), The God of 
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On that day God shall be as a King over all the earth

What did biblical writers have in mind when they described God as a king? 
A long and unnaturally monolithic history of interpretation, both Jewish and 
Christian, equates divine kingship with universal rule, justice, order and sta-
bility, but there is room for a nuanced view. Alongside reassuring accounts 
of an idealized ruler are narratives that evoke an unfamiliar, all-too-human 
king. For reasons that have little to do with the texts themselves, interpret-
ers began long ago to pore over the former texts and skim the latter. Here I 
take the opposite approach. Pausing briefly over traditional understandings 
of divine kingship as an entirely positive phenomenon, I turn quickly to an 
unorthodox view that emphasizes its negative aspects.
 Most of the forty-seven occasions in the Hebrew Bible when the word 
king is applied directly to God are drawn from Psalms or prophetic texts; 
only two appear in the Pentateuch, both in poetic texts (Num. 23.21 and 
Deut. 33.5).3 In addition to these references, as Marc Brettler shows in 
his monograph on the subject,4 royal language, imagery and type-scenes 
pervade the Hebrew Bible, and many divine titles that do not explicitly 
denote kingship have royal connotations.5 Brettler is typical of biblical exe-
getes in distinguishing sharply between the attributes of human kings and 
the royal attributes of God:

The metaphor does not directly map Israelite royal qualities on to God; it 
often attempts to stress the incomparability of God as divine king by adding 
superlatives to his royal qualities… The superlative nature of God’s kingship 
is also emphasized by the lack of projection on to God of expressions from 
the human sphere which imply royal weakness. For example, God is never 
called a nasi, ‘exalted one’, or rosh, ‘head’, since the usage (and not etymol-
ogy) of these terms suggests diminished royal power.6

A detailed analysis of the contexts in which the metaphor occurs was not 
part of Brettler’s project.7 Had he undertaken such an analysis, he might 

Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 73-93, and for his many 
penetrating comments on various drafts. Whatever remains that is far-fetched and fan-
ciful testifies to the good advice I rejected.
 3. It is often noted (e.g. J. Gray, The Biblical Doctrine of the Reign of God [Edin-
burgh: T. & T. Clark, 1979], p. 7) that the so-called Enthronement Psalms are an obvious 
starting point for a study of divine kingship. This seems correct but, not least because 
these psalms are the focus of so many studies, I shall not deal with them at all here.
 4.  M.Z. Brettler, God Is King: Understanding an Israelite Metaphor [JSOTSup, 
76; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1989].
 5. E.g. dygn, xy#m, ryxb, ynd), h(r, )y#n, #)r. See Brettler, God Is King, pp. 
29-49, for a full discussion of royal appellations.
 6. Brettler, God Is King, pp. 162-63.
 7. ‘An exploration of certain additional details of the metaphor’s function in 
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have been less confident in asserting that Israelite royal qualities are not 
mapped directly on to God. By rereading texts in which God is either called, 
or behaves like, a king, I hope to show that the boundaries between divine 
and human kingship are more blurred than the standard account suggests. 
To be sure, the majority of Hebrew Bible texts support the traditional view 
of God’s kingship as an entirely positive phenomenon, but there are signifi-
cant counter-examples that merit attention.
 Although the vast majority of exegetes deal exclusively with the posi-
tive manifestations of God’s kingship, there are a few exceptions. Martin 
Buber paved the way for approaches that emphasize its complexity with 
his characterization of the kingship of God as a paradox that overcomes the 
separation between religion and politics:

The unconditioned claim of the divine Kingship is recognized at the point 
when the people proclaims JHWH Himself as King, Him alone and directly 
(Exod. 15.18), and JHWH Himself enters upon the kingly reign (19.6). He is 
not content to be ‘God’ in the religious sense. He does not want to surrender 
to man that which is not ‘God’s’, the rule over the entire actuality of worldly 
life: this very rule He lays claim to and enters upon it; for there is nothing 
that is not God’s. He will apportion to the one, for ever and ever chosen by 
Him, his tasks, but naked power without a situationally related task He does 
not wish to bestow.8

More recently, Stuart Lasine has published an engaging and idiosyncratic 
study of biblical kingship (human as well as divine) that introduces a whole 
new dimension.9 If, for Buber, it is the engagement with the political, as 
well as cosmic, sphere that introduces tension over human versus divine 
authority and ‘naked power’, for Lasine it is that the concept of kingship is 
psychoanalytically laden. Indeed, it is tempting to speculate that fathers, not 
kings, are his real interest, but no matter! His synthesis of a dazzling array 
of material—anthropological, classical, historical, political and literary, as 

ancient Israel would be fruitful: it would be interesting to note in exactly what genres 
(e.g. psalms of thanksgiving, prophecies of consolation) and time-periods the kingship 
metaphor is used most, to what extent specific biblical authors develop and revitalize 
the metaphor, and how they used it in conjunction with other metaphors to aid in the 
depiction of God’ (God Is King, p. 167).
 8. Kingship of God (trans. R. Scheimann; New Jersey: Humanity Books, 1967), 
p. 119. Buber’s study has been criticized for its narrow, philological approach and for 
focusing on the Sinai tradition at the expense of Baal-related conceptions of kingship 
evident in some Psalms (see, e.g., Gray, The Biblical Doctrine of the Reign of God, 
p. 106). Yet given the extent to which scholarship on divine kingship draws on Psalms, 
and assuming that the attitude of the Hebrew Bible towards divine kingship is not 
homogeneous, it may be as well that he overlooked them.
 9. Knowing Kings: Knowledge, Power, and Narcissism in the Hebrew Bible 
(Semeia, 40; Atlanta: Society Biblical Literature, 2001).
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well as psychoanalytic—demonstrates beyond doubt that divine kingship 
has a dark side. In one of two chapters that address it directly, ‘The Devil 
Made Me Do It’, Lasine suggests that God’s royal inaccessibility makes it 
difficult to call him to account for persecuting Job. Just as a human king is 
exempt from moral reckoning, so God is in some senses beyond the sphere 
of accountability, and God’s kingship thus becomes a vehicle for exploring 
problematic aspects of his rule. In his chapter on Narcissism, Lasine sees 
the problematic aspects of divine rule as emerging from the dual identifica-
tion of God as king and father:

Readers of the Hebrew Bible are introduced to a royal God and, to that 
extent, are also invited to relate to him in the way that a king’s subjects relate 
to their sovereign. The metaphors of king and father work together to iden-
tify us as members of ‘the royal family’, descendants of YHWH’s special 
patriarchs and his special kings. And that means we might be treated with all 
the ambivalence, suspicion, rivalry, and string-attached love that characterize 
the attitude of a king when he views members of the royal family as compet-
ing to succeed—or overthrow—him. Depending on the nature of the king or 
the ‘family dynamic’, it may also mean that the father will simultaneously 
want his privileged children to be better than him and need them to fail at 
reaching that goal. He may support and undermine them, even if in some 
cases the double attitude manifests itself in ‘splitting’, in this case, splitting 
between the supported son-kings like David, who function as narcissistic 
mirrors, and the undermined ones like Saul, the flawed mirrors whom he 
eventually humiliates or smashes.10

To be sure, the combined metaphors of father and king offer an ideal model 
(patient? client?) for Lasine to analyse—Daddy writ large with a cohesive, 
though by no means homogeneous, brood of boys (human kings such as 
David and Saul). Yet it is far from clear that the biblical metaphors are 
as inextricably connected as he suggests. Does God’s kingship really play 
an indispensable, or even operative, role in his fatherhood? Surely Lasine 
could have conducted the same case study using instead the model of God 
as patriarch with his trio of significant sons: Abraham, Isaac and Jacob?
 Most fruitful for my purposes here are the chapters of Knowing Kings 
that focus on human kingship, and of particular value is Lasine’s discus-
sion of the dissemination of information—to the king and from the court.11 
He suggests that biblical authors dealt with the problem of representing 
Solomon by minimizing personal history—his relationships with sons and 
lovers, for example—while providing a data glut of stereotypical ancient 
Near Eastern royal imagery to conceal the real man.12 Neither subject nor 

 10. Lasine, Knowing Kings, pp. 127-40.
 11. Lasine, Knowing Kings, pp. 216-17.
 12. Biblical comparisons with the Tabernacle (Exod. 35–40) and Ezekiel’s vision 
(Ezek. 1) spring to mind; so much detail, but who can visualize them?
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reader would ever discover that Solomon, like the Wizard of Oz, was only 
human! Moreover, courtiers (in this case, the scribal gatekeepers of the texts 
that conceal Solomon from public scrutiny) avoided the fraught problem 
faced by, say, Stefan Heym’s fictional court historian in The King David 
Report—the recording of royal flaws.13 Ingenious as Lasine’s proposal 
is, it may be misleading. Court appointees, through necessity, find ways 
of dealing with imperfection (which court-appointed painters could have 
thrived or even survived without a talent for straightening backs and air-
brushing acne scars?). The role of the court historian is not to conceal the 
king behind the temple fixtures, but rather to ‘package’ him, ensuring that 
the people see only those characteristics and qualities (Solomon’s wisdom, 
for example) that his courtiers or, in our case, scribal guardians, wish him 
to exhibit.14

Reading a Negative Metaphor Positively

Not surprisingly, Lasine devotes little space to the question of why biblical 
authors chose to describe God using terminology that implies he sometimes 
acts like flawed human beings. His interdisciplinary approach frees him 
from what some might see as the tyranny of theology; the implications of 
his reading for synagogue or church do not seem to trouble him greatly. 
Moreover, his psychoanalytic interests offer explanation enough; Lasine is 
writing (at least in part) as a way of coming to know himself and his place 
in the world. (Surely his subjects too wrote about God as a way of coming 
to terms with power and impotence, authority and vulnerability, control and 
chaos, their parents…?) I want to explore the possibility that, in describ-
ing God as a king, the biblical writers were self-consciously developing a 
mechanism that permitted them both to relate to God and to affect him. As 
to precisely which biblical writers were developing this mechanism, this 
must be addressed elsewhere. I shall merely note for now that the claims I 
make here point to Deuteronomic and/or Deuteronomistic authors, with their 
emphasis on writing and justice in connection with kingship,15 as the most 

 13. The King David Report (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1973).
 14. The book of Esther provides a perfect case study. The king’s courtiers effec-
tively manage Ahasuerus PLC, telling him how he should deal with his marital prob-
lems and issuing decrees in his name. Esther’s effectiveness resides in her ability to 
circumvent the courtiers through personal contact with the king and write her own 
texts. See M. Bal, ‘Lot[s] of Writing’, in D. Boyarin (ed.), Poetics Today 15 (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 1994), pp. 89-114.
 15. B.M. Levinson, ‘Kingship in Deuteronomy’, VT 51 (2001), pp. 511-34 (520-28), 
emphasizes the significance of justice in relation to kingship in Deuteronomy and dis-
tinguishes the attitude of the Deuteronomic author from that of the Deuteronomistic 
Historian. For a different line on the same subject see G. Knoppers, ‘The Deuteronomist 
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plausible sources of this material. Two passages come to mind in which a 
written text limits or at least affects a king’s actions and behaviour. The first 
is the Law of the King in Deut. 17.14-20. As Bernard Levinson observes, 
these verses include five prohibitions specifying what the king should not 
do, leaving him ‘but a single positive duty: while sitting demurely on his 
throne, to “read each day of his life” from the very Torah scroll that delimits 
his powers (vv. 18-20)’.16 The second is 2 Kings 22–23, in which Shaphan 
the scribe reads to King Josiah from a scroll (usually identified as Deut. 
12–26) found during Temple repairs. The effect is powerful and immedi-
ate; Josiah tears his garments and promptly institutes the Josianic reforms. 
I hope to show that the divine king too was subject to the power of the 
text.17

Influencing God in Ancient Israel

In his superb article ‘Who will stand in the breach?’ Yochanan Muffs explores 
the two-directional nature of prophecy. On the one hand, prophets seek to 
improve human behaviour and, on the other, they try to influence God.18 
Indeed, Muffs sees this latter activity, particularly with respect to the limita-
tion and diversion of divine anger, as the prophet’s central task. There are 
several parade examples; Muffs mentions Abraham on Sodom and Gomor-
rah—‘Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?’ (Gen. 18.25)19—and 
Moses after the golden calf—‘Turn from Your blazing anger and renounce 
the punishment against Your people’ (Exod. 32.12). Yet given that the Hebrew 
Bible reflects a world-view in which every minor misfortune and catastrophe 

and the Deuteronomic Law of the King: A Reexamination of a Relationship’, ZAW 108 
(1996), pp. 329-46.
 16. Levinson, ‘Kingship in Deuteronomy’, p. 522.
 17. I am grateful to Andrew Mein for inspiring input on biblical kingship, especially 
in the context of our joint presentation at a Cambridge MPhil Seminar, February 2003. 
Andrew introduced me to the suggestion made by W. Houston, following M. Walzer 
and A. Gramsci, that the ideology of kingship, even positively expressed, contains 
within itself the seeds of critique of kingship. See W. Houston, ‘ “You shall open your 
hand to your needy brother”: Ideology and Moral Formation in Deut. 15.1-18’, in 
J. Rogerson et al. (eds.), The Bible in Ethics (JSOTSup, 207; Sheffield: Sheffield Aca-
demic Press, 1995), pp. 296-314.
 18. See Muffs, Love and Joy, pp. 9-48.
 19. ‘The men went on from there to Sodom, while Abraham remained standing 
before the lord. Abraham came forward and said, “Will you sweep away the innocent 
along with the guilty? What if there should be fifty innocent within the city; will you 
then wipe out the place and not forgive it for the sake of the fifty who are in it? Far be 
it from You to do such a thing, to bring death upon the innocent as well as the guilty, 
so that innocent and guilty fare alike. Far be it from you! Shall not the Judge of all the 
earth deal justly?” ’ (Gen. 18.22-25).
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is attributed to God, there are surprisingly few explicit cases of divine anger 
management. To be sure, guilt and sin offerings function in intercessory 
roles in some Hebrew Bible texts (Gen. 8.20-22), but the absence of a formal 
language component renders sacrifice a relatively blunt instrument.20 While 
many psalms are likewise intercessory, biblical narratives contain few exam-
ples of persuasive psalms in action. A good illustration is Jonah’s pleading 
lament from the belly of the whale (Jon. 2.2-10), but it is important to bear 
in mind the context. The book of Jonah may be read as a catalogue of pro-
phetic strategies that work here and nowhere else: Jonah’s prophetic oracle 
is a mere five words long; the Ninevites repent immediately and completely; 
and God responds on cue by renouncing entirely his intended punishment 
(Jon. 3.5-10). If not quite the parody of prophecy it is often called, Jonah 
hardly typifies the prophetic experience, and its use of a supplicatory psalm 
is as likely to indicate that this was highly unusual as that it was the norm. 
Overlapping with intercessory psalms is prayer, formal or informal. Hannah’s 
prayer (1 Sam. 1.9-11) is an example of effective prayer, and David’s (2 Sam. 
12.15-23) of a prayer that fails. Yet, once again, there are fewer instances 
than one might expect in a text that views God as the cause of most effects. 
How, then, did ancient Israelites attempt to influence God? My response to 
this question involves asking another. Did the biblical authors, like the bibli-
cal prophets, envisage their activity as essentially two-directional, addressing 
both Israel and God?21

 A fine example of the use of a text to affect divine behaviour occurs 
in Jer. 51.59-64.22 Jeremiah writes on a scroll all the disasters that will 
befall Babylon. He instructs Seraiah to take it to Babylon and read it aloud, 

 20. See S.C. Reif, Judaism and Hebrew Prayer (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1993): ‘It is a moot point whether the texts [describing sacrificial rituals] are 
described as early enough by a large enough consensus of modern scholars to allow 
them to be universally regarded as significant but, whatever their date, they make no 
reference to any actual words of a prayer and may imply no more than a formula of two 
or three words at most or, possibly, an acceptance of the need for atonement before the 
arrangement for its availability is undertaken’ (p. 31).
 21.  My perspective here has much in common with Y. Amit’s ideological approach, 
Hidden Polemics in Biblical Narrative (trans. J. Chipman; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 2000): 
‘At a relatively early stage the biblical authors decided to record the stories of the past 
in writing, to arrange them in chronological order, and to create the biblical histori-
ography, that occupies nearly half of the Bible as a whole… The goal that confronted 
them was not the creation of a chronicle or the gathering of stories whose purpose was 
merely to amuse or to entertain, but the creation of stories by whose means it would 
be possible to educate and to transmit ideological messages and thereby shape the life 
of the faithful’ (p. 43). I depart from Amit in my assumption that these polemical texts 
were written with the intention of influencing God as well as people.
 22. I am grateful to Robert Gibbs, University of Toronto, for this example (personal 
communication).
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concluding with the words, ‘O lord, You Yourself have declared concern-
ing this place that it shall be cut off, without inhabitant, man or beast; that it 
shall be a desolation for all time’ (51.62). Jeremiah tells Seraiah that, once 
he has finished reading the scroll, he should tie a stone to it, throw it in the 
Euphrates, and proclaim ‘Thus shall Babylon sink and never rise again’. At 
first glance, this account seems unusual for its suggestion that the scroll was 
directed at God, and for its attribution to the scroll of quasi-magical power.23 
But is it in fact representative of a wider interest in the use of the written 
word to influence God?

God as King in Midrash

In order to develop this reading of the significance of divine kingship in 
the Hebrew Bible, I shall examine some rabbinic texts that do not so much 
contrast God with human kings—as appears to be the case in the Hebrew 
Bible—as liken him to them. Without assuming continuity between biblical 
and rabbinic interpretations of divine kingship, I shall read the two along-
side each other in order to assess how much common ground they share. 
The relative directness of the rabbis as compared with the biblical writers 
will help, I think, to bring to the surface concerns that are buried deep in 
the biblical text (others may doubt that these concerns are present in the 
Hebrew Bible at all). It is useful in addition that, as well as being more direct 
(perhaps through reduced theological sensitivity, perhaps through increased 
desperation), the rabbis explore divine kingship via metaphor and simile. 
God is a king, but he is also like a king.24 While it is possible that compari-
sons between divine and human kings were intended to demonstrate God’s 
superiority over kings of flesh and blood—to show, somewhat perversely, 
that he is incomparable—a passing glance at the texts in question suggests 
otherwise. Rather, the use of simile as opposed to metaphor seems to create 
a diplomatic distance between object and description.25 Having established 
that God is in one respect or another like a human king, the rabbis could 
safely express concerns and, more to the point, criticisms of God that would 
have appeared heretical and provocative if applied directly to him.

 23. My thoughts about the use of the written words to affect God have been influ-
enced especially by S. Niditch, Oral World and Written Word: Orality and Literacy in 
Ancient Israel (London: SPCK, 1997).
 24. For a comprehensive survey of rabbinic parables of the king, see I. Ziegler, Die 
Königsgleichnisse des Midrasch beleuchtet durch die römische Kaiserzeit (Breslau: 
Schottlaender, 1903).
 25. This is reminiscent of the care taken by Ezekiel to avoid an explicit descrip-
tion of God: ‘Above the expanse over their heads was the semblance of a throne, in 
appearance like sapphire; and on top, upon this semblance of a throne, there was the 
semblance of a human form’ (1.26).
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 David Stern’s Parables in Midrash is centrally concerned with parables 
of the king.26 His case study is Lamentations Rabbah, a third-century ce 
collection in which God is frequently compared to a human king. An espe-
cially appealing example is a parable about the king who marries a woman 
only to abandon her:

R. Abba bar Kahana said: It is like a king (Klml l#m) who married a woman 
and wrote her a large marriage-settlement (ketubah). He wrote to her: So 
many bridal chambers am I building for you; so much jewellery I make for 
you; so much gold and silver I give you. Then he left her for many years 
and journeyed to the provinces. Her neighbours used to taunt her and say 
to her: hasn’t your husband abandoned you? Go! Marry another man. She 
would weep and sigh, and afterward she would enter her bridal chamber and 
read her marriage-settlement and sigh [with relief]. Many years and days 
later the king returned. He said to her: I am amazed that you have waited 
for me all these years! She replied: My master—O king! If not for the large 
wedding-settlement you wrote me, my neighbours long ago would have led 
me astray.27

Stern commends the mind that made Torah study the functional equivalent 
of divine presence, Israel’s continuing source of hope in exile, and chal-
lenges readers to find another example in literature from this period of a 
woman who survives by reading! For our purposes, though, his most impor-
tant observation concerns the author’s critical stance on God and his treat-
ment of Israel:

At this point, however, we might ask: Why should that consolation be nec-
essary in the first place? Why must the poor matrona suffer in the king’s 
absence? Or to put these questions in the terms of the narrative’s own logic: 
Why must the king leave his wife in the first place? Why must he journey to 
the foreign provinces? If these questions are never answered in the course of 
the mashal, neither are a host of others: Does it ever enter the king’s mind 
that, after he departs, the wicked neighbours will test and torment his wife? 
Are the lavish promises he makes to his wife in the ketubah meant to console 
her in his absence? Or are they the actual gifts he promises to give her? But 
if his promises are sincere, why is the king, upon his return, so astonished at 
her faithfulness? Conversely, if he does not expect the ketubah to console his 
bereft wife, then is there any logical reason for her to remain faithful to him? 
Or are the promises in the ketubah actually false? Is not the king’s absence 
really an act of unjustified and gratuitous cruelty to his hapless wife? Is the 
king criminally responsible for the suffering his abandoned wife undergoes 
during the period of his absence?28

 26. Parables in Midrash: Narrative and Exegesis in Rabbinic Literature (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991).
 27.  Stern’s translation of Lam. R. 3.21, Parables in Midrash, p. 57.
 28.  Stern, Parables in Midrash, p. 60.
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 While Stern’s analysis offers a perfect opening for a more sceptical 
approach to the kingship of God, I turn now to mashal that is more revealing 
about the rabbinic understanding of what it means to see God as a king. In 
the following midrash, the angel Metatron finds God crying over the death 
of Moses:

Metatron came at that time, and fell on his face. He said to Him, ‘Master of 
the Universe, Moses’ life was in your hands and his death was in your hands’. 
The Holy One Blessed Be He said, ‘Let me tell you a parable. What is this 
matter like? It is like a king who had a son. Time after time his father became 
angry with him and wanted to kill him, because he did not honour his father, 
but his mother used to save him from his [father’s] hand. One day his mother 
died and the king wept. His servants said to him, “Our Lord king, why are 
you weeping?” He replied, “I weep not only for my wife, but for my son. So 
many times I have been angry at him and wished to kill him, but she saved 
him from my hand”.’ ‘So too’, said the Holy One Blessed Be He to Meta-
tron, ‘I weep not just for Moses but for Israel. How many times have they 
provoked me and I was angry at them, but he stood before me in the breach 
to turn back my anger from destroying them’.29

Whereas the ketubah midrash did not require that the neglectful husband be 
a king (a wealthy merchant would have served as well), the angry father’s 
royal status in this midrash is central to the overall theme; the father must be 
as close to all-powerful as humanly possible. By unpacking the midrash, we 
see how the identification of the father as a king provides the peg on which 
the author can hang his real concern: how a beneficent, omnipotent God can 
harm his own beloved people.
 Our initial question must concern Metatron’s approach to God: why did 
he fall on his face? One response is that this was his customary practice 
but, since we can expect each and every word in these terse narratives to be 
meaning-laden, it pays to look further. The significance of Metatron’s action 
seems to be twofold. First, the formal ritual evokes a court setting, thus 
underlining the connection between the actors in the mashal (the human 
king, his courtiers, his wife, and his son) and those in the frame (the divine 
king, a heavenly courtier, Moses and Israel).30 Second, the action of falling 
on his face suggests that Metatron is approaching God in an intercessory 
role or, at least, that he has a large request or a delicate comment to make. 
There is nothing casual about this interaction. Metatron’s opening words 
must be intended to provoke a divine response, but an ambiguity in the 
Hebrew leaves us uncertain about what kind of response they require. On 

 29.  Midrash Tanhuma (ed. Buber), p. 13 (my translation).
 30. The meaning of Metatron’s name is obscure but, if it is derived from the Greek 
meta thronos (i.e. one who serves before the throne), we can conjecture that the choice 
of this particular angel reflects a court setting. See G. Scholem, Kabbalah (Jerusalem: 
Keter, 1974), pp. 377-81.
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the one hand, we can read here a statement followed by an unspoken ques-
tion: ‘Master of the World, Moses’ life was in your hands and his death was 
in your hands [so why are you crying?]’. Alternatively, what appears to be 
a statement could be rendered as a question: ‘Master of the World, Moses’ 
life was in your hands and his death was in your hands [were they not?]’. 
It is not hard to imagine why the latter—more of an incitement than an 
enquiry—might have been in the characteristically Jewish form of state-
ment as question.31 As it turns out, the mashal answers both questions: why 
was God crying over milk that (given his omnipotence) he must have spilt 
on purpose? And, far more dangerous, did God really have full control of 
the life and death of Moses?
 The first reading of Metatron’s question is answered in the mashal by 
the king (God’s counterpart) in response to his servants (the equivalents 
of Metatron). The servants make explicit what I have taken as Metatron’s 
unspoken question: ‘O Lord king, why are you weeping?’ The king explains 
that he is crying for both his wife and his son—his wife because she has 
died, and his son because, since his wife’s death, none remains to prevent 
him killing his son. Though not a full account, as we shall see, the king’s 
response to his servants goes some way to explaining how God could be 
crying over something he did himself and could have avoided; he is actu-
ally crying about something else! God’s action (‘authorizing’ the death 
of Moses) had the consequence of harming (killing?) Israel; as well as 
mourning Moses, God is mourning Israel. (Of course, we have no reason 
to assume that the king, all-powerful as he may have been on the human 
stage, was responsible for the death of his wife, but that is not a helpful 
observation in this context.)
 The second reading of Metatron’s question (Moses’ life and death were 
in your hands, were they not?) is more complex than the first. This is in part 
because, unlike the first reading (why are you crying?), the question is not 
made explicit in the mashal. It is also more sensitive; Metatron is asking 
whether God’s tears signal a lack of control. This may border on heresy, 
but it is precisely what the king of the mashal concedes to his servants. He 
admits freely that a matter that appears to be fully within his own control—
the decision to kill his own son—is, in fact, beyond his control. The king 
is crying because he does not want to kill his son but, now that his wife 
can no longer intercede, he knows he will. Using the voice of God himself 
(chutzpah or highly diplomatic), the author of the mashal thus suggests that 
God is indeed Master of the Universe, and that Moses’ life was indeed in his 
hands, but that God does not have full control of his own hands. He needs an 
intercessor (Moses) to prevent him from committing through anger an act 

 31. Cf. the Jewish father’s question to his philosopher son: ‘From this you make a 
living?’
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he desires in his heart to avoid. The final twist is that, at least on one reading 
of the biblical text, it was God’s anger that caused him to kill Moses. We 
see now precisely how God can cry for his own deed—he did not want to 
do it!
 Before proceeding to the first biblical text, we must address a final ques-
tion about the midrash: what did its author hope to achieve by means of 
this daring, almost heretical, text? It is difficult to answer this question in 
full without considering the historical context in which it emerged, and that 
discussion belongs elsewhere. Suffice to say for the present that, like many 
texts of its type, this midrash addresses the disturbing question of how an 
all-powerful God who loves his chosen people can permit them to suffer 
oppression and persecution. The primary response, as I have suggested 
above, is to separate God’s anger from his love.32 The secondary response is 
to emphasize the importance of an intercessor. Based on the mashal alone, 
the outlook seems bleak; the king’s wife is dead and so is Moses. Returning 
to the frame itself, we find another intercessor: Metatron. This is not the 
place to discuss angelology in rabbinic thought. It seems plausible, though, 
that the author of the midrash is suggesting that, in the absence of proph-
ets, Jews should turn to angels, who serve as active intercessors as well as 
passive messengers.33

Standing before the King

The Metatron midrash offers a profound insight into the rabbinic under-
standing of the kingship of God, equated here with omnipotence. We turn 
now to the Hebrew Bible in order to discover whether the same models are 
present there. Our case study is a text that, paradoxically in some respects, 
articulates with extraordinary clarity the essence of divine kingship—the 
account in 1 Samuel of God’s accession to the people’s request for a human 
king. Although 1 Sam. 12.12-25 will be our primary focus, it may be helpful 
to glance first at a verse from ch. 8:

Heed the demand of the people in everything they say to you. For it is not you 
that they have rejected; it is Me they have rejected as their king (1 Sam. 8.7).

 32. Another midrashic approach to this is to distinguish God’s attribute of justice 
from his attribute of mercy and hope that the latter will outweigh the former. See, e.g., 
Num. R. 16.22.
 33. Muffs, Love and Joy, equates angels and prophets with various ancient Near 
Eastern mediators: ‘From a functional point of view there are similarities between 
the late Jewish angel, the biblical prophet, the Mesopotamian king or god and the 
Babylonian ahiz abutti [literally, “assuming a fatherly attitude on behalf of someone”]’ 
(p. 38). For examples of angelic intercession in midrash, see T. Linafelt, Surviving 
Lamentations: Catastrophe, Lament and Protest in the Afterlife of a Biblical Book 
(Chicago: University Chicago Press, 2000), pp. 108-15.
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Reading this in the light of the midrash highlights an important parallel. 
Just as, in the mashal, it is God who draws the comparison between himself 
and a human king so, in 1 Samuel, it is God who establishes the divine/
human king equation. As noted above in relation to the midrash, this may 
be a product of piety, or even fear, on the part of the writer. Someone who 
envisaged himself making a constructive but nonetheless unflattering com-
parison between God and a human king might well have wished to attribute 
it to God himself. Although the author of 1 Samuel is less explicit than 
the author of the midrash (this contrast may be explained by the difference 
between metaphor and simile), God’s language here is strikingly anthro-
pomorphic. For example, the Hebrew s)m can mean ‘despise’ as well as 
‘reject’, and the continuation of God’s speech to Samuel suggests that it 
carries an emotional weight in this context: ‘Like everything else they have 
ever done since I brought them out of Egypt to this day—forsaking me and 
worshiping other gods—so they are doing to you’ (1 Sam. 8.8). Occurrences 
of the same root in 15.23, 26 and 16.1, 7 suggest that Saul is a pawn in a 
divine vendetta. Look what happens when you ask for a human king!34

 Immediately after Saul’s inauguration at Gilgal (11.14-15), Samuel con-
fronts the people with their failure to turn to God in their latest crisis (despite 
a series of divine interventions to save them from assorted enemies outlined 
in 12.1-12):

‘But when you saw that Nahash king of the Ammonites was advancing 
against you, you said to me, “No, we must have a king reigning over us”—
though the lord your God is your King. Well, the Lord has set a king over 
you! Here is the king that you have chosen, that you have asked for. If you 
will revere the lord, worship Him and obey Him, and will not flout the 
lord’s command, if both you and the king who reigns over you will follow 
the lord your God, [well and good]. But if you do not obey the lord and 
you flout the lord’s command, the hand of the lord will strike you as it 
did your fathers. Now stand by and see the marvellous thing that the lord 
will do before your eyes. It is the season of the wheat harvest. I will pray to 
the lord and he will send thunder and rain; then you will take thought and 
realize what a wicked thing you did in the sight of the lord when you asked 
for a king.’ Samuel prayed to the lord and the lord sent thunder and rain 
that day, and the people stood in awe of the lord and of Samuel. The people 
all said to Samuel, ‘Intercede for your servants with the lord your God that 
we may not die, for we have added to all our sins the wickedness of asking 
for a king.’ But Samuel said to the people, ‘Have no fear. You have, indeed, 
done all those wicked things. Do not, however, turn away from the lord 
your God, but serve the lord with all your heart. Do not turn away to follow 
worthless things that can neither profit nor save but are worthless. For the 
sake of His great name, the lord will never abandon His people, seeing that 

 34. For a similar exposition, see J.C. Exum, Tragedy and Biblical Narrative: Arrows 
of the Almighty (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 16-44.
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the lord undertook to make you His people. As for me, far be it from me to 
sin against the lord and refrain from praying for you; and I will continue to 
instruct you in the practice of what is good and right. Above all, you must 
revere the lord and serve him faithfully with all your heart; and consider 
how grandly He has dealt with you. But if you persist in your wrongdoing, 
both you and your king shall be swept away’ (1 Sam. 12.12-25).

Unlike the many biblical texts that use royal terminology and imagery 
without identifying God as a king, this one is explicit: ‘the lord your God 
is your King’ (12.12). It is also ideal for our purposes in being centrally con-
cerned with the comparison between human and divine kings. The people 
have a divine king, but they want a human one, and what ensues is a trial 
of strength, not unlike God’s with Pharaoh in Egypt. Samuel highlights 
the contrast: ‘Here is the king that you have chosen [12.13]… Now stand 
by and see the marvellous thing that the lord will do before your eyes’ 
(12.16). At first glance, this seems quite different from the midrash, where 
God compared Himself to a human king to show the similarities between 
them; the point here is to demonstrate the differences. A second look at the 
two texts suggests that, after all, they have much in common. First, the very 
act of staging the contest assumes that, at some basic level, the contestants 
belong in the same category. Even if the biblical narrative aims to dem-
onstrate God’s superiority over Saul, this is achieved by emphasizing the 
extent to which the two are rivals for the same throne. Admittedly, the bibli-
cal text presents an image of God that is not obviously anthropomorphic in 
all respects—human kings cannot send thunder and rain at will—but in the 
context of his reaction to the people’s request for a flesh and blood king, 
God’s actions are all too human. Moreover, it is not unusual for ancient texts 
to present dramatic weather conditions as manifestations of divine anger.35

 A reading of 1 Samuel 12 against our midrash highlights the centrality of 
the intercessor in the biblical text. In the midrash, God is distressed by the 
death of Moses and the mashal reveals that what most distresses him is the 
loss of his intercessor. Just as the king fears he will unwillingly kill his son 
without the intercession of his wife, so God fears that he will (unwillingly) 
destroy Israel without mediation from Moses. According to the midrash, 
God does not have full control of his own anger, which is precisely what 
Samuel teaches the Israelites about their divine king in 1 Samuel 12. The 
biblical text provides two crucial pieces of information. First, an intercessor 
is essential because God is capable of harming those who anger or reject 
him: ‘But if you do not obey the lord and you flout the lord’s command, 
the hand of the lord will strike you…’ (v. 15). Second, although Saul is the 

 35. See L.C. Taub, Ancient Meteorology (London: Routledge, 2003) for a discus-
sion of Theophrastus’s (c. 370–287 bce) response to the question of whether thunder-
bolts represent divine anger (pp. 125-26).
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natural candidate for the job in the world order just launched, the intercessor 
will not be a king, but the prophet: ‘The people all said to Samuel, “Intercede 
for your servants with the lord your God that we may not die, for we have 
added to all our sins the wickedness of asking for a king” ’ (v. 19). The ques-
tion remains as to whether the kingship of God is an essential component of 
the biblical narrative or whether, as with the ketubah midrash, this detail is 
dispensable. I suggested that the Metatron midrash offers a model to explain 
how an all-powerful God can allow harm to befall people he loves. The king 
signifies God’s omnipotence and, through him, the midrash demonstrates 
that God can control everything except his own anger, for which he needs 
the help of an intercessor. The figure of the king is thus indispensable to 
the workings of the Metatron midrash. 1 Samuel 12 addresses the same 
dilemma in a remarkably similar way, but does not offer the familiar bibli-
cal explanation—divinely inflicted harm is a punishment for wrongdoing. 
Rather, it makes the more theologically troubling counter-suggestion that 
God is capable of acting like a king of flesh and blood who inflicts harm not 
only as a punishment but also in anger, which, in this case, takes the form 
of retaliation for a perceived slight.36 The people respond to this threat by 
begging Samuel to intercede for them (v. 19), which he agrees to do (v. 23), 
and the classic triangle (king—prophet—people) is thus established.

Textual Intercession

Both texts I have examined thus far focus on a significant person (the king’s 
wife and God’s trusted prophet) who can act as an intercessor and, in par-
ticular, manage anger. I shall turn now to two texts that offer a more readily 
generalized model of dealing with divine anger. ‘This is a difficult thing to 
express, impossible to utter plainly’ opens Shimon ben Yochai’s extraor-
dinary interpretation of God’s response to Cain in the wake of the world’s 
first murder, ‘Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground’ (Gen. 
4.10):

It is like two athletes standing and wrestling before the king. Had the king 
wanted to separate them, he could have done so. But the king did not wish to 
separate them. One overwhelmed his partner and killed him. He cried out [as 
he was dying], ‘Who will bring my case before the king?’ Thus, The voice of 
your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground.37

 36. I am grateful to Robert Gordon for pointing out that intercession in relation to 
God as king must be seen as a subset of intercession in relation to God as God. It is 
indeed the case that the Hebrew Bible offers many solutions to the problem of identi-
fying an effective intercessor. My remit here is to focus on one that is little discussed: 
intercession via the language and imagery of the royal court.
 37. Gen. R. 22.9 (my translation).
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This complex midrash contains any number of things a second-century ce 
rabbi might have found hard to say.38 Most obviously, it implicates God in the 
death of Abel. Just as the king could have called a halt to the wrestling match 
whenever he pleased, but chose to look on, so God could have intervened to 
prevent Cain from killing Abel, but remained passive. This is critical enough, 
but the criticism intensifies as the midrash is unpacked. The human king in 
the ketubah midrash hardly needs to be a king at all, and the king in the 
Metatron midrash is a generic royal figure. In sharp contrast to these, the king 
in this midrash from Genesis Rabbah is clearly a Roman Emperor (who else 
would have gladiators?), and the effectiveness of the mashal depends on our 
identification of him as such. The attribution of the mashal to a rabbi who, 
according to tradition, spent thirteen years in a cave hiding from the Romans 
drives home the difficulty; God is likened to a Roman Emperor by one of the 
rabbis most closely associated with Roman persecution.
 Our primary evidence for the identity of the king is the presence of 
the wrestlers. We must now take a closer look at these figures, since they 
magnify the implied criticism of God in several different ways. As well as 
identifying the king as a Roman Emperor, and thus a highly negative figure 
in this context, the wrestlers imply that God was playing games with Cain 
and Abel; ‘As flies to wanton boys are we to th’ gods; they kill us for their 
sport’ (King Lear 4.1). How much more palatable this mashal would be if 
the two adversaries were soldiers on the battlefield, fighting for national 
security, or even for the honour of their king. Instead, they are merely pro-
viding entertainment! The wrestler motif also forces us to accept that they 
really were powerless before the king—a gladiator who ‘eased off’ on his 
opponent was liable to be punished for disrupting the king’s entertainment. 
More disturbingly, it suggests a sense in which Roman Emperors were in 
fact superior to God. Since gladiators were expensive to maintain, their 
owners were unlikely to allow fights to get out of control in this way. God, 
by contrast, did not value his creatures sufficiently to preserve their lives.39

 Finally, the wrestlers would not have been enemies at all but for the cir-
cumstances into which they were thrown. On the contrary, the stronger of 
the two is forced to overpower and kill someone who is described as his 
‘friend’ or ‘companion’. This points back to the Cain and Abel narrative. 
It was God’s (apparently arbitrary) choice of one sacrifice over the other 

 38. It is difficult to date the material in Gen. R.. beyond a generally agreed fifth-
century ce terminus ad quem. This midrash may thus be considerably later than the 
second century ce, but I am assuming that, even if the mashal did not originate with 
Shimon ben Yochai, the attribution to him was not arbitrary.
 39. See Lam R. 5.1 for a similar midrash in which the Congregation of Israel draws 
God’s attention to the fact that a man who owns gladiators cares more for them than 
God cares for his people. The man protects his property by making the stronger gladi-
ator submit to the weaker; God leaves Israel unprotected among the nations.
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that caused the conflict—would the brothers have been enemies at all but 
for this favouritism? More generally, and in some ways more disturbingly, 
it comments on the Roman-Jewish conflict. The mashal is usually under-
stood to address the question of why God allowed the Romans (the stronger 
wrestler/Cain) to persecute his people (the weaker wrestler/Abel).40 On my 
reading, it asks in addition whether Romans and Jews would have been 
enemies at all without God’s involvement. Taken to its logical conclusion, 
the midrash is unremittingly pessimistic (from a Jewish perspective): the 
Jews will ultimately be overpowered. 
 The parable ends with the dying wrestler’s question: ‘Who will bring my 
case before the king?’ As is so often the case with midrashic questions (cf. 
Metatron’s above), it is hard to identify a single answer, not least because of 
the difficulty of determining the precise gist of the question. The immediate 
response comes from the biblical verse on which the midrash hinges: ‘The 
voice of your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground’ (Gen. 4.10). 
Who will speak on behalf of the weaker wrestler/Abel? His own blood will 
call attention to the crime. But the question of who will notify the king of 
this injustice raises the more complex question of what good that will do. 
If the king is ultimately responsible, through his failure to intervene, for 
the death of the wrestler/Abel, how can he pass judgment on the stronger 
wrestler/Cain? Perhaps it is this that Shimon ben Yochai finds so difficult to 
articulate: God’s position as the final arbiter of justice is severely compro-
mised by his omnipotence. A third possible response concerns articulation. 
Shimon ben Yochai refers specifically to something that is impossible to 
articulate directly (say or utter with the mouth), but this leaves open the pos-
sibility that he can express it indirectly, through the medium of the mashal, 
for instance. Another answer to the question of who will bring the dying 
wrestler’s case before the king is thus that, just as Metatron may function as 
the intercessor in the preceding midrash, so Shimon ben Yochai may be the 
intercessor here—for Abel and for the Jewish people. This leads to a fourth 
possible answer. It may not be the rabbi himself who acts as the intercessor 
here, but rather the mashal. Ben Yochai’s contribution (as presented in this 
text) is to give the mashal as a gift to the Jewish people; henceforth, those 
who interpret it can use it as vehicle for intercession.41

 40. See, e.g., C. Pearl, Theology in Rabbinic Stories (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
1997), who identifies this as ‘the first Holocaust Midrash’ since Simon ben Yochai 
questions God’s silence (p. 65).
 41. Gen. R. 35.2 supports my association of Shimon ben Yochai with intercession: 
‘Thus did R. Shimon ben Yochai say: If Abraham is willing, he can effectively inter-
cede for [all generations] from his days until mine, while I can intercede for [all gen-
erations’ from my time until the coming of the Messiah. If he is not willing, let Ahijah 
the Shilonite unite with me, and we can intercede from all the days of Abraham until 
those of the Messiah.’
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God as Reader

Genesis Rabbah thus self-consciously depicts the Jewish God behaving like 
the human king of a hostile foreign nation. Is this a rabbinic innovation or 
a phenomenon already present in the Hebrew Bible itself? To address this 
question, I turn to the account of interactions between Hezekiah and Sen-
nacherib in 2 Kings 18–19.42 Hoping to persuade Judah to welcome him 
with open arms, Sennacherib sends messengers to tell the people that they 
might as well give up—the king of Assyria always gets his way. At first 
glance, Sennacherib seems to be contrasting himself with Hezekiah, king of 
Judah, but it soon emerges that he is actually comparing himself to God43:

And the Rabshakeh stood and called in a loud voice in Judean: ‘Hear the 
words of the Great King, the King of Assyria. Thus said the king: Don’t let 
Hezekiah deceive you, for he will not be able to deliver you from my hands. 
Don’t let Hezekiah make you rely on the lord, saying: The lord will surely 
save us: this city will not fall into the hands of the king of Assyria. Don’t 
listen to Hezekiah. For thus said the king of Assyria: Make your peace with 
me and come out to me, so that you may all eat from your vines and your fig 
trees and drink water from your cisterns, until I come and take you away to a 
land like your own, a land of grain [fields] and vineyards, of bread and wine, 
of olive oil and honey, so that you may live and not die (2 Kgs 18.28-32).

Sennacherib’s promises to Israel are strikingly reminiscent of God’s in 
passages such as Deut. 8.7-10. The parallels seem likely to have been 
intentional, but what should we infer from them? Read at face value, 
Sennacherib’s letter may evoke God’s words as further evidence that the 

 42. This episode and its parallels in Isaiah 36–37 and 2 Chronicles 32 have attracted 
a vast scholarly literature, much of which is devoted to identifying the chronological 
relationship between the three texts and the redactional components. There is no space 
here to rehearse the highly complex redactional history of the three accounts of the 
fall of Sennacherib. For detailed discussions of the issues, see B.S. Childs, Isaiah and 
the Assyrian Crisis (Studies in Biblical Theology, 3; London: SCM Press, 1967), pp. 
69-111, and R.E. Clements, Isaiah and the Deliverance of Jerusalem (JSOTSup, 13; 
Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1980), pp. 52-71. Recent scholars have tended to 
identify the version in 2 Kings as the oldest of the three (see, e.g., A. van der Kooij, 
‘The Story of Hezekiah and Sennacherib’, in J.C. de Moor and H. van Rooy [eds.], 
Past, Present, Future: The Deuteronomistic History and its Prophets [Leiden: E.J. 
Brill, 2000], pp. 107-19 [108n.]). Van der Kooij offers a succinct review of theories 
about the redactional components of the 2 Kings text (pp. 108-11). Most agree to three 
distinct parts: A, 18.13-16; B1, 18.17–19.9a, 36-37; B2, 19.9b-35. I follow van der 
Kooij in accepting this composition history while yet attempting a final form reading 
(p. 107).
 43. For the view that Sennacherib is portrayed as a counterpart to God, and that 
the Rabshakeh is thus his prophet, see D. Rudman, ‘Is the Rabshakeh Also among the 
Prophets? A Rhetorical Study of 2 Kings xviii 17-35’, VT 50 (2000), pp. 100-10.
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Assyrian king and the God of Israel are interchangeable. Read as a literary 
construct, the author may be using Sennacherib to express a thought that 
he cannot articulate in his own voice: it sometimes seems that there is little 
to choose between being servants of God and slaves of an Assyrian king.44 
That we are dealing here with a showdown between Sennacherib, King of 
Assyria, and God, King of Israel, is further emphasized by the conspicuous 
absence of references to Assyrian gods, and an interestingly and unusually 
‘archival’ reference to the previous kings of Assyria:45

The Rabshakeh, meanwhile, heard that [the king] had left Lachish; he turned 
back and found the king of Assyria attacking Libnah. But [the king of Assyria] 
learned that King Tirhakah of Nubia had come out to fight him; so he again 
sent messengers to Hezekiah, saying, ‘Tell this to Hezekiah, king of Judah: Do 
not let your God, on whom you are relying, mislead you into thinking that Jeru-
salem will not be delivered into the hands of the king of Assyria. You yourself 
have heard what the kings of Assyria have done to all the lands, how they have 
annihilated them; and can you escape? Were the nations that my predecessors 
destroyed—Gozan, Haran, Rezeph, and the Beth-edenites in Telassar—saved 
by their gods? Where is the king of Hamath? And the king of Arpad? And the 
kings of Lair, Sepharvaim, Hena and Ivvah?’ (2 Kgs 19.8-13).

For Brevard Childs, the Rabshakeh speeches represent a stage in an emerg-
ing tradition, exemplified in Daniel (e.g. 3.15; 5.23), of enemy as blasphem-
er.46 I want to explore the possibility that the speeches are an example of 
the phenomenon observed in the midrashic texts, namely the attribution to 
the enemy of complaints and accusations the author shies from articulating 
directly.47 Again in common with the midrash, the criticisms hinge on the 
points of similarity between God and human kings, and it is the implied 
reproach that provokes God into action.48

 44. For a discussion of criticism placed in enemy mouths see P. Machinist, ‘The 
“Rab Saqeh” at the Wall of Jerusalem: Israelite Identity in the Face of the Assyrian 
“Other” ’, Hebrew Studies 41 (2000), pp. 151-68.
 45. I am grateful to Robert Gordon for this last observation, and for pointing out that 
the Assyrian emperor is a self-worshipping ‘monotheist’ with a distinctly Deuterono-
mistic attitude towards other gods (see 2 Kgs 19.18).
 46. Childs, Isaiah and the Assyrian Crisis, p. 89.
 47. Cf. Moses in Deut. 9.28: ‘Else the country from which You freed us will say, 
“It was because the lord was powerless to bring them into the land that He had 
promised them, and because He rejected them, that He brought them out to die in the 
wilderness” ’.
 48. Commenting on Isaiah 37, C. Seitz, Isaiah 1–39 (Interpretation: A Commentary 
for Teaching and Preaching; Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), 
sees the repetition of the word king in this passage as an indication that the Assyrians 
are dealing with Hezekiah, not Isaiah. One might also see the seven occurrences of the 
root Klm as a key word highlighting the contrast between human and (genuine) divine 
kingship.
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 As far as we can tell from the biblical account, Sennacherib’s message 
to the people of Judah is memorized and repeated by the Rabshakeh; there 
is no mention of a written proclamation. This is emphatically not the case 
when it comes to the Assyrian king’s message to Hezekiah:

Hezekiah received the letter from the messengers and read it. Hezekiah 
then went up to the House of the lord and spread it out before the lord. 
And Hezekiah prayed to the lord: ‘O lord of Hosts, Enthroned on the 
Cherubim! You alone are God of all the kingdoms of the earth. You made 
the heavens and the earth. O lord, incline Your ear and hear; open Your 
eyes and see. Hear the words that Sennacherib has sent to blaspheme the 
living God! True, O lord, the kings of Assyria have annihilated all the 
nations and their lands, and have committed their gods to the flames and 
have destroyed them; for they are not gods, but man’s handiwork of wood 
and stone. But now, O lord our God, deliver us from his hands, and let all 
the kingdoms of the earth know that You, O lord, alone [are God]’ (2 Kgs 
19.14-19).

The image of Hezekiah spreading out Sennacherib’s letter in the Temple 
‘before the lord’ is extraordinary for what it implies about God and the 
written word.49 Most exegetes pass over the letter with little or no comment. 
In part, this may reflect difficulties such as the apparent inconsistency 
between the standard messenger formula in 19.10a (‘Tell this to Hezekiah, 
King of Judah’), implying an oral delivery, and the reference to written 
texts in 19.14. More likely, the lack of interest in the letter is related to the 
corresponding surfeit of attention paid to Hezekiah’s prayer. According to 
Childs, Hezekiah offers as royal priest the prayer of his people and, in so 
doing, he joins David and Solomon as ‘types of the righteous king whose 
heart is perfect before God’.50 The prophet’s role diminishes and is assumed 
by the king: ‘The emphasis falls fully on the power of God in his word which 
then effects its task. The larger form is, therefore, not the prophetic legend 
which centres in the prophet’s role such as in 1 Kings 14 or 2 Kings 1, but a 
similar genre which focuses on a picture of a pious king’ (p. 101).51 Childs 
seems to me correct in his observation that the text highlights the declining 
importance of the prophet, but I do not share his view that the pious king 
now fills the prophet’s role. Rather, I see this narrative as emphasizing the 
extent to which a prophet can be replaced by a written text (the text, in this 
case, of Sennacherib’s provocative letter) or, at the very least, as making 
the point that oral prayer and written word make a powerful combination. 
Comparative ancient Near Eastern material supports the emphasis on letters 

 49. Josephus, Antiquities 10.16, has Hezekiah ridiculing the letters and storing them 
in the Temple.
 50. Childs, Isaiah and the Assyrian Crisis, p. 100.
 51. See C. Seitz, Isaiah 1–39, pp. 254-56, for a reading that likewise emphasizes the 
prophet/king dichotomy and the power of Hezekiah’s prayer.
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as tools of intercession.52 In relation to Mesopotamia, Sharon Keller demon-
strates both that the writing of letters must be added to prayers, hymns and 
offerings as methods of reaching into the divine sphere, and that the gods 
conveyed their intents through writing. With regard to the Hebrew Bible, 
she shows that ‘the biblical authors accepted the idea that people felt com-
fortable with the concept of presenting God with written documents as well 
as the idea of having God communicate with humankind…through written 
messages that He Himself wrote’.53 Closer to home (in literary terms), 
W. Hallo makes a convincing case for a Sumerian prototype for Hezekiah’s 
written prayer in Isa. 38.10-20 (cf. v. 9).54 Although the prayer is not present 
in 2 Kings, and is specifically concerned with royal illness, its inclusion in 
Isaiah may signal a general interest in the power of the written word in rela-
tion to Hezekiah and Isaiah. And still closer to home (in terms of historical 
setting), Assyrian letters between gods and kings on the topic of military 
campaigns may constitute ancient Near Eastern support for the notion that 
Hezekiah intended God to read and respond to Sennacherib’s letter.55

 The parallels between the biblical text and the midrash are self-evident. 
First and foremost, both contain implied criticisms of God. Shimon ben 
Yochai suggests that God is behaving like a Roman emperor. He cannot 
utter that thought in his own words, but expresses it indirectly in the form 
of the parable of the two athletes. (Nathan’s parable in 2 Samuel 12 and the 
wise woman’s personal history in 2 Sam. 13.39–14.23 show that the use of 
a story to show a king the error of his ways was by no means innovative.) 
Sennacherib’s letter, in which the king likens himself to God, allows Heze-
kiah to do the same as Shimon ben Yochai—namely, to point out to God that 
it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between his actions towards Israel 
and the actions of a hostile foreign ruler. I must emphasize that the aim of 
the criticism is constructive; both ben Yochai and Hezekiah hope that God 

 52. Thanks to Robert Gordon for drawing my attention to this highly relevant 
ancient Near Eastern material.
 53. ‘Written Communications between the Human and Divine in Mesopotamia and 
Israel’, in K. Lawson Younger, W.W. Hallo and B.F. Batto (eds.), The Biblical Canon in 
Comparative Perspective (Lewiston, NY: Mellen Press, 1991), pp. 299-313 (309).
 54. ‘The Royal Correspondence of Larsa: 1. A Sumerian Prototype for the Prayer 
of Hezekiah’, in Alter Orient und Altes Testament: Cuneiform Studies in Honor of 
Samuel Noah Kramer (Neukirchen–Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag; Kevelaer: Butzon & 
Bercker, 1976), pp. 209-24.
 55. See ‘Letters from Gods’ (especially 47, ‘Letter from Ninurta to an Assyr-
ian King’), in A. Livingstone (ed.), Court Poetry and Literary Miscellanea in State 
Archives of Assyria, III (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1989), pp. 108-15. For an 
analysis of these letters from gods and reports from kings, see ‘Literarisierte Formen 
der Kommunikation: “Gottesbriefe” und “Königsberichte” ’, in B. Pongratz-Leisten 
(ed.), Herrschaftwissen in Mesopotamien (State Archives of Assyria Studies, 10; 
Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1999), pp. 210-65.
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will acknowledge it and change his ways. The mashal and Sennacherib’s 
letter thus function as media of intercession, substitutes, in a sense, for the 
prophetic intercessor.
 The midrash also highlights the biblical interest in God’s responsibil-
ity for Judah’s conflict with Assyria. The choice of the athlete motif in the 
midrash, particularly in combination with the word rbx (friend or com-
panion) implies that, but for the king, there would have been no hostility. 
This is also the case for Cain and Abel; God caused the ill feeling between 
them by favouring Abel’s sacrifice over Cain’s. The midrash thus posits a 
divine cause for the Roman and Jewish conflict in second-century ce Pales-
tine. It was not simply that God could have stopped the persecution had he 
chosen to intervene; he caused it in the first place by singling out the Jewish 
people. Bearing this in mind, the biblical text reveals more complex themes 
than were initially apparent. Writing of Isaiah 37, Childs draws attention to 
two ‘startling’ arguments in Sennacherib’s attempt (as reported by the Rab-
shakeh) to persuade the people of Judah to join his empire. First, God will 
not protect them because Hezekiah has offended him by cutting down his 
altars. Secondly, God himself told Sennacherib to attack Judah and destroy 
it. It is certainly true that both arguments sound shocking, but are they the 
parodies of Israelite belief that Childs suggests?56 More plausibly, I think, 
they feed into insecurities about which Israel seeks divine reassurance.
 Despite the happy ending, at least for Judah—God kills 185,000 Assyr-
ians in one night—this narrative is problematic, theologically speaking. 
Why does God allow Israel to suffer until Hezekiah shows him Sennach-
erib’s taunting letter? As Childs notes, the Hebrew Bible often reports 
God’s negative judgments against other nations, but seldom reports the 
negative judgments of other nations against God. Childs attributes the 
unusual inclusion of these negative judgments to genuine historical mem-
ory.57 My own view is that, in the text before us, historical memory is 
overlaid with theological reapplication; later writers, interested in the 
judgments as a form of divine intercession, applied them to the impend-
ing fall of Jerusalem in 587 bce.58

 The prophetic attempt to change and improve human behaviour involves, 
above all, highlighting crimes and character flaws. In this chapter I have 
(only just) begun to explore the sense in which the same strategy works 
for divine behaviour. Prophets intercede in the hope of persuading God to 

 56. B.S. Childs, Isaiah (Old Testament Library; Louisville, KY: Westminster/John 
Knox Press, 2001), pp. 273-74.
 57.  Childs, Isaiah, p. 274.
 58. For a discussion of the exilic voice in these texts, see R.E. Clements, ‘The Proph-
ecies of Isaiah to Hezekiah concerning Sennacherib’, in his Old Testament Prophecy: 
From Oracle to Canon (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1996), pp. 
35-48 (45-46).
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redirect or modify a threatened punishment. Like Abraham over Sodom and 
Gomorrah, they suggest that the proposed punishment may not befit a just, 
benevolent ruler but, unlike Abraham, they couch their criticism diplomati-
cally. Read in the light of two rabbinic midrashim, the biblical texts I have 
examined here offer a brand of criticism that is very cautious indeed; it is 
expressed indirectly by means of an implied comparison between God and 
a human king. The criticism is attributed in the first instance to someone 
(Samuel or Sennacherib) other than the author of the narrative in which 
it occurs, thus enabling the author to distance himself from the opinions 
expressed therein. Since it appears in the context of an historical account 
of events that have already occurred, it acquires a diplomatic distance from 
the author’s real concerns. Most significantly, it is not spoken but written. 
The language of divine kingship is a vehicle through which this criticism 
can be expressed (the implied comparison between God and human kings), 
as well as being a model for presenting it (court protocol).59 Finally, it may 
help to return briefly to the ketubah midrash analyzed by Stern. On the 
one hand, the mashal suggests that the important reader is the bride (Israel), 
who survived by reading the marriage contract (the Torah) written by her 
husband (God). On the other hand, a ketubah is only worth the parchment 
it is written on if, when the going gets tough, the husband who wrote it is 
forced to reread his text and fulfil his obligations or pay the penalty. In the 
end, it is his reading, not his wife’s, that makes a difference.60 

God versus Ahasuerus in the Book of Esther

The book of Esther combines an explicit focus on reading and writing with 
implicit attention to the relationship between God and a foreign king. Ahasu-
erus’s actions are dictated by texts that he has purportedly written (1.19-22, 
2.1, and 6.1-3), and Esther’s success in protecting her people depends upon 
her ability to circumvent texts written in Ahasuerus’s name by gaining direct 
access to him and writing her own texts. I have tried to show elsewhere61 

 59.  Of particular interest here is the identification in 1 Chronicles of prophets as 
court historians: ‘The acts of King David, early and late, are recorded in the history 
of Samuel the seer, the history of Nathan the prophet, and the history of Gad the seer, 
together with all the events that befell him and Israel and all the kingdoms of the earth’ 
(29.29-30).
 60. In this chapter I have made some big claims based on close readings of a small 
body of texts which, in some cases, I have been obliged to reinterpret fairly radically. 
Lack of space prevents me from taking the necessary next step—the application of the 
theories generated here to a broader range of texts. My own sense, not surprisingly, is 
that these ideas do apply more widely and are worth pursuing.
 61. ‘The Woman’s Lot in Esther’, in K. O’Grady, A.L. Gilroy and J. Gray (eds.), 
Bodies, Lives, Voices: Gender in Theology (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 
pp. 133-51.
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that although God is famously absent from Esther (aside from the possible 
allusion in 4.23), King Ahasuerus may be read as a concrete manifestation 
of God’s invisible and intangible attributes.62 Readers of Esther perceive 
what God is by seeing what Ahasuerus is not, and understand what God is 
not by learning what Ahasuerus is. Thus Ahasuerus cannot revoke formal 
decrees; once he banishes Vashti, he is unable to bring her back, no matter 
how lonely he is without her. Despite occasional assertions to the contrary 
(1 Sam. 15.29), God can and does reverse decisions, removing Saul from 
the throne upon which he installed him (1 Sam. 15.35), and even blotting 
out from the face of the earth the people he himself had created (Gen. 6.5). 
While Ahasuerus cannot revoke decrees, he changes his mind at the drop of 
a hat, routinely following the advice of the last person to address him. God, 
though responsive to intercession, as for example following the Golden 
Calf episode (Exod. 32–34), is flexible, not fickle. Ahasuerus is much less 
than the sum of his parts—all trappings and no content, his golden sceptre 
an empty promise (Est. 5.2). God has trappings in abundance (Exod. 25–31 
and 35–39), and moreover they are strikingly similar to the trappings of 
Ahasuerus,63 but they are a sign of God’s majesty, not its source. Although 
I stand by the data that underpins my earlier observations about God and 
Ahasuerus, I think it demands a more nuanced explanation than I offered 
there. Ahasuerus and God are, of course, different in the respects I have just 
mentioned (and in others), but Esther’s author is more interested than I had 
previously seen in their similarities. Just as Shimon ben Yochai’s parable 
of the wrestlers asks why God was behaving like a Roman emperor, so the 
book of Esther asks why God is behaving like a Persian king. As I now 
read Esther, its author intends to highlight parallels between God and Aha-
suerus, perhaps in the hope that God will act to differentiate himself from 
his human rival. And since the book of Esther, unlike Shimon ben Yochai’s 
parable, is a comedy (whether defined classically or colloquially), carni-
valesque reversals and absurd humour underscore the message.
 The prologue of Esther sets the stage: Ahasuerus banishes a beloved 
wife who has disobeyed him and he cannot bring her back. The underly-
ing issue is Israel’s exile—God too has banished a beloved wife, but is he, 

 62. I am grateful to my friend and former student Rachel Benjamin for pointing 
out to me that the God–Ahasuerus duality is reflected in Klmh (hamelekh) scrolls—a 
megillat Esther in which every column begins with the word hamelekh, the king, refer-
ring literally in the text to Ahasuerus, but in the mind of the sofer, the scribe, to God.
 63. Ahasuerus’s majesty (Est. 1.4); cf. the High Priest’s garments (Exod. 28.2). Blue, 
purple, and byssus (Est. 1.6) are associated with the tabernacle narratives, and also 
with the temple-hangings in 2 Chron. 3.14. The vessels used in Ahasuerus’s banquet 
(Est. 1.6) mirror the tabernacle vessels (Exod. 27.19; 38.3); cf. also 2 Chron. 28.24; 
36.10, 18; Neh. 13.9; Dan. 1.2. In Est. 1.5, the enclosure, Klmh Ntyb tongue rcx, mirrors 
Exod. 27.9-19 (Nk#mh rcx).
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like Ahasuerus, bound by his own decrees? Esther’s author drives home 
the point with a brilliant comic touch, in an early example of the dictum 
that humour sugar-coats criticism. Whereas Vashti is punished because she 
will not show her beauty (read plausibly by rabbinic commentators as her 
nakedness64) to the people and the officials (1.11), Israel is punished pre-
cisely because she does reveal her beauty (literally, her nakedness). The 
Holiness Code opens with a catalogue of types of incest that are described 
as ‘revealed nakedness’ (Lev. 18.5-18), and closes with the threat of tem-
porary exile (Lev. 26.43-45). This section of Leviticus thus implies that the 
revealed nakedness of people will lead to the nakedness (emptiness) of the 
land through exile. Ezekiel represents this graphically in the parable of the 
sisters Oholah and Oholibah, who relish the chance to display themselves 
to the nations (Ezek. 23.9, 22, 30) and their leaders (23.12, 23): ‘So the 
Babylonians came to her for lovemaking… She flaunted her harlotries and 
exposed her nakedness, and I turned from her in disgust’ (Ezek. 23.18).65 
The author of Esther at once diminishes Israel’s crime by making a joke 
of it—foreign kings positively beg their wives to seduce the neighbours—
and provokes God into demonstrating that he, unlike the weak and feeble-
minded Ahasuerus, can revoke decrees concerning banishment and exile.
 Having established by means of a parallel involving the marital relations 
of human and divine kings that God should act to end Israel’s exile, the author 
of Esther creates a second parallel to underline the need for divine inter-
vention and the mechanism by which it might be achieved. As mentioned 
above, Ahausuerus’s palace is strikingly similar to the Tabernacle. Esther 2 
and 4 may be read as a harsh parody of the rituals associated with the Taber-
nacle, the Temple’s priestly blueprint, especially on the Day of Atonement. 
The Hebrew hryb (birah), fortress, occurs in 1 Chronicles in relation to the 
Temple (21.1,19). The beautiful young women assembled in the Shushan 
the capital (Shushan habirah) are reminiscent of the priests, whose physical 
appearance is associated with beauty (Exod. 28.2, 40). The cosmetics with 
which the young women adorn themselves are reminiscent of the anointing 
oils and incense used in Temple worship (Est. 2.12-13 cf. Exod. 30.22-37). 
The insistence on the proper attire required by those wishing to enter the 
palace (Est. 4.2) mirrors the attention to sartorial detail in relation to the 
priestly garments. Indeed, the word dbl (levad), literally ‘unless’, follow-
ing immediately after tymhl, put to death, in Esther 4.11, may allude to db 
(bad), linen, the fabric worn by Aaron and his sons lest they die when they 
enter the Tent of Meeting or serve at the altar (Exod. 28.42-43, Lev. 16.4). 

 64. Est. R.. 3.13, 14.
 65. J. Galambush, Jerusalem in the Book of Ezekiel. The City as YHWH’s Wife (SBL 
Dissertation Series, 130; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1992), highlights the centrality in 
these Ezekiel passages of the language and imagery of seeing and exposure.



 2. A Right Royal Puzzle 75

Mordecai, equated by many commentators with Moses,66 precludes himself 
from entering the king’s palace by wearing not linen, db, but sackcloth; his 
form of intercession—a combination of outspoken accusations and aggres-
sive demands, not unlike Moses’ over the calf and elsewhere—is not accept-
able there. Esther, on the other hand, may enter Ahasuerus’s palace and even 
his inner sanctum. Although Esther is one of many woman who serve the 
king on rotation, we must infer from the beauty competition that she has 
special status. The description of the transfer of power from Vashti to Esther 
by crown (Est. 2.17) is reminiscent of the confirmation of the High Priest’s 
status with by means of his head-dress (Exod. 29.6). Esther, then, is an Aaron 
to Mordecai’s Moses.67

 Esther’s intervention over the plot of Bigthan and Teresh (2.21-23) sends 
a mixed message. On the one hand, it is the source of Ahasuerus’s grat-
itude to Esther, but on the other, their deaths by impaling (literally, ‘on 
trees’) show that Ahasuerus does not beat around the bush if he thinks that 
someone is acting against him. This may explain Esther’s agitation (4.4) 
when confronted with Mordecai’s aggressive and provocative response to 
Haman’s decree (sackcloth and ashes, weeping and wailing, imitated by 
Jews throughout the land, Est. 4.1-3), and we must assume that it remained 
on her mind as she prepared to enter Ahasuerus’s inner court (5.2). The 
deaths of Bigthan and Teresh ‘on trees’ were good for Mordecai and Esther, 
giving Esther the ticket she needed to visit Ahasuerus unbidden, but they 
underlined the sheer precariousness of life at court. As we see when Haman 
is impaled on the tree he prepared for Mordecai, reversals are the norm 
(Est. 7.10) and they can work in both directions. Significantly for our pur-
poses, the deaths of Bigthan and Teresh, one link in a chain of events that 
leads to communal fasting and Esther’s entry into the king’s inner sanctum, 
underline the parallels between her situation and that of the High Priest 
on the Day of Atonement. Both enter the ‘Holy of Holies’ in fear of their 
lives, not least on account of recent examples of servants of the king who 
have died at his hand (Leviticus 16 opens with a reference to the deaths of 
two other wrong-doers, Nadab and Abihu). And both face the challenge of 
convincing the king to show mercy to Israel. The reference to clothing (Est. 
5.1; cf. Lev. 16.4), and the use of dm(t (Est. 5.1, cf. 4.14) and xkn (twice 
in 5.1), two classic verbs of intercession, intensify still further the parallels 
between Esther and Aaron.68

 66. One example: both are male nursing mothers (Est. 2.7; cf. Num. 11.12)!
 67. For other parallels between the books of Exodus and Esther, see G. Gerleman, 
‘Studien zu Esther: Stoff–Struktur–Stil–Sinn’, reprinted in C.A. Moore (ed.), Studies in 
the Book of Esther (New York: Ktav, 1982), pp. 130-41. Gerleman does not discuss par-
allels between God and Ahasuerus, or between the Tabernacle and Ahauserus’s palace.
 68. The parallel with Aaron highlights Esther’s role as an intercessor—another 
example of a woman in this function. 
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 The observations I have made thus far are open to various interpreta-
tions.69 On the one hand, the book of Esther could be intended as a polemic 
against the Diaspora, ridiculing Ahasuerus and his palace in comparison 
with God and the Jerusalem Temple. Alternatively, it could constitute a 
polemic against the Jerusalem Temple and its priesthood by pointing out 
the respects in which the concept of a temple-dwelling God influenced by 
bizarre rituals barely differs from a foreign king in his palace responding to 
the sexual overtures of a Jewish orphan. A detail I have not yet mentioned 
tips the balance towards perceiving in Esther a negative attitude towards 
the Temple. The lots (lrwg) that feature so prominently in the High Priest’s 
activities on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16.8) are in Esther a vital com-
ponent of Haman’s destruction of the Jews (lrwgh )wh rwg, Est. 3.7). Is it 
possible that the originator of the rabbinic analogy between Purim and Yom 
Kippur, a day like Purim, identified a central motivation for the author of the 
book of Esther?70 And yet, taking all into consideration, it seems unlikely 
that an anti-Temple or anti-Priestly polemic was the end that Esther’s author 
had in mind, especially if my observations about parallels between the ban-
ishment of Vashti and Israel’s exile. Rather, the parallels between God and 
Ahasuerus and their respective domiciles seem best interpreted as a means 
of galvanising God into action through harsh criticism concealed by comedy. 
That Esther’s interaction with Ahasuerus read in the of the priestly parallel 
borders on heresy may explain the absence of God’s name in this book—to 
make these criticisms explicitly would have been to dice with death. Yet 
Esther read in this way is no more heretical than Simon ben Yochai’s unutter-
able parable of the wrestlers. Both texts serve the purpose of arousing God’s 
compassion towards his people, the wrestlers’ parable through its implicit 
accusation of injustice, and Esther though its implication that, in the absence 
of any other kind of intervention, Israel’s future hope rests on a mere woman 
and her capacity to arouse a foreign king.71

God as King in Jewish Liturgy

The image of God as king is pervasive in Jewish liturgy—every bless-
ing opens with the words, ‘Blessed are You, lord our God, King of the 

 69. There are other parallels between Esther and the Exodus Tabernacle texts that 
deserve attention I cannot give them here. Intriguing, for example, is the possible link 
between the half-shekel tax (lq#h tycxm) detailed in Exod. 30.11-16 and the silver 
Haman offered to pay (lwq#l) into the king’s coffers in Est. 4.7 (I thank Gershon 
Hepner, personal communication, Purim 2007, for this suggestion).
 70. Tikkunei Zohar 57b. The analogy is based on a Hebrew wordplay—rwpyk Mwy,, 
yom kippur (day of atonement) sounds like Myrwpyk Mwy, yom ki purim, a day like 
Purim.
 71. Esther thus invites comparison with Abraham in Gen. R. 39.1-3, a text I analyse 
in detail in Chapter 4 of this book.
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universe’—but in the liturgy of the My)rwn Mymy, the Days of Awe, the pres-
ence of God as king is palpable. During the Days of Awe, the Kedushah, the 
focal point of the Amidah service, concludes with the words ‘the Holy King’ 
instead of the usual ‘the Holy God’. The Musaf service on Rosh HaSha-
nah (when the majority of shofar-blowing occurs) is constructed around 
the themes of Sovereignty, Remembrance and Shofar. And each line of the 
solemn prayer repeated throughout the Days of Awe begins ‘Our Father, 
our King’. It is often noted that God’s kingship is equated at this time with 
universal power and world order:

Our God and God of our fathers, reign over the whole universe in thy glory, 
and in thy splendour be exalted over all the earth. Shine forth in the majesty 
of thy triumphant strength over all the inhabitants of thy world, that every 
form may know that thou hast formed it, and every creature may know that 
thou hast created it, and that all that hath breath in its nostrils may say: The 
Lord God of Israel is King and his dominion ruleth over all.72

But the image of divine kingship is associated just as closely with another, 
less reassuring theme, judgment:

This day the world was called into being: this day thou causest all the crea-
tures of the Universe to stand in judgement as children or as servants. If as 
children, have pity upon us as a father pitieth his children; and if as servants, 
our eyes wait on thee until thou be gracious unto us and bring forth thy judge-
ment as the light, O God, terrible and holy.73

Given this view of God as both all-powerful controller of the universe 
and stern judge of each and every being within it, it is easy to see why 
God’s kingship features so prominently in the High Holyday liturgy. Yet 
we may need to look elsewhere for the real explanation for the predomi-
nance of the image. The idea of God as king does not merely inspire awe 
and command respect for a God who is essentially remote. It holds out 
the hope that God is attentive and receptive to the needs of humanity, and 
offers a route by which he can be approached. Regardless of whether or 
not Jewish liturgy is in continuity with the biblical text in this respect, 
it seems to share the perspective of the Hebrew Bible, at least as I have 
read it here, on the complex significance of God as king. I conclude with 
a retelling of a Hasidic parable, cited in this version at the beginning of a 
High Holyday Machzor, that articulates with elegant brevity the range of 
ideas I have explored in relation to the kingship of God:

 72. See the blessing before the shofar blast connected with God’s sovereignty 
(H. Adler, Service of the Synagogue [New Year] [London: Hebrew Publishing Co., 
1949], p. 157).
 73. See again Adler, Service of the Synagogue, p. 157.
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Why sound the shofar in Elul [the month leading up to the Days of Awe]? 
In Elul, God can be compared to a king who leaves his palace to tour the 
land to acquaint himself with his subjects at their work. In Tishri [the month 
during which the Days of Awe occur] He is the king who sits in the inner 
court of a fortified palace, passing judgements on His people. When a king 
leaves his palace and walks the land everyone can meet him with great ease, 
but when he is in his castle, interviews are less readily available. You must 
first get to the top of the steepest of hills where stands the castle. You must 
then convince the guard at the gate that you are genuine and then at the next 
gate and next gate and all the gates. If you have the strength for all this, you 
may reach the inner chamber where the supreme judge sits on His throne 
entering life or death in the book before Him. So get to know the king in 
Elul when he comes out to meet you. Study and repent and do good deeds 
and then it might be, when you go to the castle in Tishri, you will be less 
terrified on the journey and more familiar with the judge. Why sound the 
shofar in Elul? To remind you that the king is in the field each day.74

 74. Retold by David Freeman, Forms of Prayer for Jewish Worship: Prayers for the 
High Holydays (London: Reform Synagogues of Great Britain, 1990), p. 2.



Chapter 3

bezAlel in bAbylon? 
biblicAl Attitudes to other religions

The Tina Gandhi Question

This chapter addresses a question that arose during a supervision with Tina 
Gandhi, the first Hindu undergraduate I taught at Cambridge University. 
We were analysing Moses’ encounter with God at the burning bush: Why 
did God appear in a bush? Why did the bush burn without being consumed? 
Why did Moses hide his face? I was poised with my (playful) opening inter-
pretation—God appears in a burning bush that is not consumed because it 
is impossible to replicate—when I stopped myself. For the first time, I felt 
unhappy with the Bible’s perspective on idols and images. Before long, I 
recognized my reservations as the tip of an iceberg of anxiety about the 
Bible’s view of other religions. This is a subject upon which teachers in 
faith communities and academic commentators are more or less as one; 
the Bible simply and straightforwardly condemns other religions, rejecting 
their gods and denigrating their worshippers. Yet while Molech worship, 
for example, is condemned roundly and in no uncertain terms, the Bible is 
disconcertingly—at least for those who wish to hold a hard line—short on 
hostility. So where does the Bible, as opposed to its history of interpreta-
tion, stand on other religions? That is ‘the Tina Gandhi question’. I have 
been wrestling with it ever since, and this chapter represents just one stage 
of a struggle to come up with an answer that satisfies me, let alone anyone 
else.1

 To be clear at the outset, I do not claim that the Bible is a bastion 
of religious tolerance and relativism. All roads may lead to Rome but 

 1. I dedicate this chapter to Gershon Hepner. He will not appreciate its underlying 
liberal leanings, I am afraid, but his enthusiastic response in December 2004 to my 
email about anti-priestly polemics in Deutero-Isaiah convinced me that it was worth 
putting this into print. I thank John Jarick in his capacity as Honorary Secretary of 
the Society for the Study of the Old Testament for inviting me to deliver the paper on 
which this chapter was based at its Summer Meeting, Edinburgh, 2005. Thanks also to 
the many members of the audience who gave constructive feedback and/or encourage-
ment during the session and afterwards. 
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not, for the biblical authors, to Jerusalem. Rather, I hope to show that 
the picture is far more complex than is usually allowed, and the conclu-
sions unexpected. The biblical authors show strikingly little interest in 
other religions and, contrary to popular belief, do not bother to condemn 
or even undermine them—except when practised by Israelites. Idolatry 
as practised by Israelites is a whole different ball game, but even there 
the identity of the players is not always obvious, as when the ‘pagan’ 
shrines whose destruction is advocated by Deuteronomy are in fact, at 
least according to many contemporary scholars, the unacceptable shrines 
of Israelites. The habit that persists to this day among some Orthodox 
Jews of dismissing as goyim, a derogatory term for members of other 
national and ethnic groups, those Jews whose practices do not conform to 
their own standards may have its origins in Deuteronomy. It has always 
been the case that members of one’s own religion are infinitely more 
condemnable than members of other religions, and that the best possible 
condemnation is to conflate the two. That is, to suggest that their doctrine 
or practice has put them beyond the pale of their own religion and, for 
all intents and purposes, they might as well be members of another. So, 
for example, Orthodox Jews might call Reform Jews goyim, to indicate 
that their conception of Judaism is so deeply unacceptable that they have 
rendered themselves non-Jews.
 More generally, and less extremely, followers of one religion are 
inclined to pay little attention to other religions, rarely engaging with 
them critically or in depth, except insofar as this helps them to define 
their own religion. Many Jews know that some Christians have diffi-
culties with the ordination of women and homosexuals, and some may 
have their own views on the matter, but they are extremely unlikely to 
familiarize themselves with the complex theological background of the 
debate. I move in circles where I encounter Jews who are more than aver-
agely interested in women’s ordination—I spent several years teaching at 
a non-orthodox rabbinical seminary as well as in a university. Yet I can 
count on one hand the occasions on which I have heard a Jew make more 
than passing reference to the ordination of Christian women. Similarly, 
many Christians know that a high percentage of Diaspora Jews marry 
non-Jews, and they might guess that this raises sensitive issues, both prac-
tical and theological. Yet few Christians are familiar with the intricacies 
of the fraught debates conducted in progressive synagogues—usually 
more hospitable than their orthodox counterparts towards intermarried 
couples—about such issues as the burial of non-Jewish partners of syna-
gogue members. Nor is this general state of ignorance and/or indifference 
limited to the Jew or Christian (or Hindu or Muslim) on the street. Even 
professional theologians usually have but a slender grasp of religions 
other than their own.
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What Does Hosea’s Wife Have to Teach Us?

A text that merits scrutiny with regard to the biblical attitude towards other 
religions is Hosea 1–3. This is usually read as a condemnation of the Canaan-
ite fertility cult and primitive polytheism but, more plausibly, I think, it pushes 
the limits of Israel’s own religious development. What looks like an attack on 
Canaanite gods is rather an attempt to explain how a single male God can 
deal with agricultural fertility. If I am correct, the other gods themselves are 
not the object of Hosea’s interest; they are merely the vehicle through which 
he articulates his own religious position. Can Israel compartmentalize? Can 
Israelites worship God and observe the laws while continuing to participate in 
Canaanite fertility cult? The answer—by no means self-evident in the eighth 
century bce—is a firm No; that would constitute the theological equivalent of 
adultery. Indeed, the prominence of the adultery theme in Hosea’s prologue 
is evidence that condemning Canaanite gods, or questioning their efficacy or 
their existence, as some scholars would have it, is not the point of the exercise. 
The other men with whom a woman might be tempted to commit adultery are 
not necessarily bad in themselves; they are simply inappropriate partners for 
a married woman in a society (is there any other kind?) where women have 
only one man. Likewise, the Canaanite gods are not bad—powerless or non-
existent; they are simply inappropriate objects of worship for members of a 
religion whose one God demands exclusivity. Biblical scholars have tended 
to assume that the cult is ruled out for being ‘pagan’ and therefore inferior, 
but that does not seem to me to be the case. Indeed, as I and many others read 
Hosea 1–3, Hosea is indebted to Canaanite religion for the model that lies at 
the core of his own theology. Gomer represents not primarily the people of 
Israel, but the land. God is in a permanent relationship with the land of Israel, 
and Hosea borrows and adapts for Israelite religion the Canaanite notion that 
fertility is generated by the annual sexual union of Baal and an approximation 
of mother earth. For Hosea, though, it is not the sexual aspect of this rela-
tionship that counts, but the legal contract, which is why the human role—
and there always is a human role—in this divine dynamic is not sacred sex 
between a priest and prostitute, but the keeping of the terms and conditions of 
the covenant (the marriage contract). In order to promote agricultural fertil-
ity, Israelite worshippers need not stimulate God by example into copulat-
ing with the earth, but must rather remind him by example—namely keeping 
their covenant with him—that he has an everlasting covenant with the land of 
Israel and cannot abandon it.
 The idea that Gomer represents the land of Israel (not the people) is hardly 
new; W. Robertson-Smith explored it in 1882,2 and it has been taken up lately 

 2. The Prophets of Israel (London: A. & C. Black, 1882), pp. 169-77.
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by literary and feminist exegetes,3 responding respectively to the poetry 
and to the gender questions raised by this identification. Not surprisingly, 
perhaps, few of these scholars go on to consider the implications of their 
reading for the rest of the book, yet chs 4–14 read very differently depend-
ing on whether Gomer is seen as a figure for the land or for the people. On 
the Gomer/people reading, chs 1–3 may be read as a microcosm of 4–14, 
establishing at the outset that the covenant with the people is eternal. On the 
woman/land reading, only God’s covenant with the land is eternal (closer to 
the Holiness Code perspective), and all bets are off as far as the people are 
concerned. This uncertainty is, I think, fully in keeping with the theologi-
cal tenor of chs. 4–14, though I can see arguments in the other direction. 
The primary theological significance of the Gomer/land reading as worked 
through in chs 4-14 is its attention to the knowledge of God. Lack of knowl-
edge of God is a root problem in Hosea, but what precisely is it that people 
have not been taught? One possibility is they have not understood God’s 
relationship with the land of Israel. They lack an adequate explanation for 
what must have seemed problematic at the time: the land was once fertile by 
virtue of its relationship with Canaanite gods, and yet Israelites were being 
told to abandon the Canaanite cult. Is it safe to do so? Will God function 
effectively in place of the cult? What new dynamic accounts for this shift? 
What is their new role with respect to God and the land? On my reading of 
chapters 1-3, the allegory provides precisely the account they needed; all 
that remained was for the priests to convey it to the people. Needless to say, 
this reading assumes that the author of Hosea 1–3 and his audience were 
on a steep theological learning curve; it will be less than convincing for 
readers who allow no room for development. The point I want to empha-
size, though, is that God’s relationship with the land as construed here is not 
in the end so different from Baal’s. The most commonly offered account 
of Hosea 1–3 as a rejection of a primitive, pagan fertility cult in favour of 
something more spiritual is, at best, misleading. Hosea 1–3 does in the end 
constitute a comment on Canaanite religion, and indeed it borrows from it 
more extensively than is immediately apparent, but as part of an internal 
dialogue about the development of Israelite religion. The other gods/lovers 
are unacceptable only because the land of Israel has committed itself to an 
exclusive relationship with God.

 3. F. van Dijk-Hemmes, ‘The Imagination of Power and the Power of Imagina-
tion: An Intertextual Analysis of Two Biblical Love Songs: The Song of Songs and 
Hosea 2’, JSOT 44 (1989), pp. 75-88; O. Keel, Goddesses and Trees, New Moon and 
Yahweh: Ancient Near Eastern Art and the Hebrew Bible (Sheffield: JSOTSup, 261; 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), pp. 50-53; F. Landy, Hosea (Readings; Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1995); A. Keefe, Woman’s Body and Social Body in Hosea 
(JSOTSup, 338; London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001).
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A Case Study: Deutero-Isaiah’s ‘Anti-Idol’ Polemics

Although Hosea 1–3 is an important text in this debate, requiring a great 
deal more attention than I have given it here, I use it merely as a prologue—
Eli and his sons to Saul and David and theirs, or Gloucester and his sons to 
Lear and his daughters—establishing that the pattern I am about to uncover 
is not unique. I turn now to my central interest, a set of texts that is ideally 
placed to focus this discussion: the so-called ‘anti-idol’ polemics, satires 
or parodies in Isaiah 40–55.4 Does Deutero-Isaiah’s sustained and detailed 
attack on Babylonian idol-worship undermine my view that religious prac-
titioners are fundamentally self-absorbed? Is it the exception that proves the 
rule? Or, as I hope to show, was Deutero-Isaiah engaging with Babylonian 
religion only insofar as it helped him to define late-exilic or early postexilic 
Judaism? To be clear, I do not doubt that Deutero-Isaiah was critical of 
idol-worship for Jews. I do not even doubt that he was negative about idol-
worship in general. What I doubt is that he was interested in condemning 
idolatry as practiced by Babylonians or Persians to the extent that he dis-
cussed it so extensively in a text that is clearly directed at Jews.
 For the purposes of this chapter, I shall classify as idol-texts Isa. 40.18-20, 
41.6-7, 44.9-20, and 46.1-7.5 I shall not address compositional questions here. 
Suffice to say that before starting this project in earnest, I had assumed that 
the first three idol-texts are later interpolations, with the fourth by Deutero-
Isaiah, by whom I mean the main author of Isa. 40–55, or a third author. 
I now question this assumption on the basis that all four texts relate more 
significantly and interestingly than I had thought to their broader literary 
context. On my reading, Deutero-Isaiah’s anti-idol polemics function pri-
marily as anti-Priestly polemics.6 By anti-Priestly polemics, I mean the sup-
posedly hostile prophet/cult dichotomy that has preoccupied many biblical 
scholars.7 Rather, I am concerned with the negotiation of theological and 

 4. Hereafter Deutero-Isaiah for convenience and with commitment but in full 
knowledge of the difficulties entailed.
 5. For a detailed discussion of the composition of the anti-idol polemics, see 
W. Roth, ‘For Life, He Appeals to Death (Wis. 13.18): A Study of Old Testament Idol 
Parodies’, CBQ 37 (1975), pp. 21-47 (21).
 6. If I am correct about this, it is either supremely ironic or a sign of their immense 
complexity that the rabbis selected Isa. 43.21–44.23 as the haftarah (reading from the 
prophets) for Va’yikra (Lev. 1.1–5.26), and Isa. 40.1-26 as the haftarah for the sabbath 
of consolation following Tisha B’Av, the mourning of the destruction of the Temple. (It 
is interesting to observe that the haftarot to other parshiot of Leviticus are likewise open 
to being read as anti-Temple or anti-Priestly polemics. See, e.g, Jer. 7.21–8.3 on Tsav and 
2 Sam. 6.1–7.17 on Shemini.) 
 7. See Z. Zevit, ‘The Prophet versus Priest Antagonism Hypothesis: Its History 
and Origin’, in L.L. Grabbe and A. Ogden Bellis (eds.), The Priests in the Proph-
ets: The Portrayal of Priests, Prophets, and Other Religious Specialists in the Latter 
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political tensions between Deutero-Isaiah’s worldview and the worldview of 
the (broadly speaking) ‘priestly’ writers.8 Indeed, it seems likely that Deutero-
Isaiah preferred polemical allusions over explicit criticism precisely in order 
to avoid hostile polarisation at a time when unity was at a premium.9
 In a 1968 article, Moshe Weinfeld identified a number of polemical 
allusions in Deutero-Isaiah to priestly creation texts: Isa. 45.6-7, 9 (God 
created light and darkness) and 45.18-19 (the earth not created as chaos) 
reflect Gen. 1.1-3; Isa. 40.18 (God is beyond comparison) and 40.13-14 (no 
other beings were involved in creation) reflect Gen. 1.26; and Isa. 40.28 (no 
rest) reflect Gen. 2.2 and Exod. 31.17.10 Benjamin Sommer subsequently 
found additional allusions to priestly texts (Num. 18) in Isaiah 61 and 65.11 
Although similarities have been noted between Deutero-Isaiah’s idol texts 
and the Tabernacle narrative in Exod. 25–31 and 34–40,12 no one to my 
knowledge has proposed that Deutero-Isaiah alludes explicitly and inten-
tionally to the Tabernacle texts. The occurrence of apparent allusions to the 
Tabernacle narratives alongside allusions to other priestly texts, both within 
and around the idol-texts, suggests either that the idol-texts are not, as is 
often supposed, the work of a separate author, or that they were carefully 
woven into the main text with an eye to language, imagery and ideas that 
were already present. The fact that Deutero-Isaiah engages with priestly 
texts on the theme of both Temple and Creation may show that these two 
themes were connected in his own theology. More likely, I think, it may 
show that he recognized that Temple and Creation are inextricably linked in 
priestly theology. If I am correct, Deutero-Isaiah was engaging more holisti-
cally with priestly theology than is usually supposed.

Prophets (London: T. & T. Clark, 2005), pp.189-213; and R.P. Gordon, ‘The Study of 
Two Paradigm Shifts’, in R.P. Gordon (ed.), The Place Is Too Small for Us: The Isra-
elite Prophets in Recent Scholarship (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1995), pp. 3-26 
(9-12).
 8. It seems to me most likely that Deutero-Isaiah’s polemics target those writers 
usually dsignated Priestly (P), as opposed to those we might designate Holiness School 
(HS), though this raises some difficult questions about Gen. 1 that I cannot debate 
here.
 9. I assume that Deutero-Isaiah was writing in Babylon, and that his main interest 
was in persuading as many Jews as possible to return to Judah. This project would 
surely have been jeopardised by overt hostile criticism of one group or another whose 
participation was required.
 10. ‘God and the Creator in Gen. 1 and in the Prophecy of Second Isaiah’, Tarbiz 37 
(1968), pp. 105-32 [Heb.].
 11. A Prophet Reads Scripture: Allusion in Isaiah 40–66 (Stanford: Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 1998), pp. 142-49.
 12. See, e.g., R.N. Whybray, The Heavenly Counsellor in Isaiah xl 13-14: A Study 
of the Sources of the Theology of Deutero-Isaiah (Society for Old Testament Study 
Monograph Series, 1; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971), pp. 13, 60.
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 The claim that one biblical text, or almost any text for that matter, alludes 
explicitly to another is not easily supported. I am grateful to David Aaron 
for suggesting that I consider a more fluid model of allusion, involving 
‘floating motival elements and clusters (matrices), [and] semantic fields 
that are readily engaged and adapted, whose goal was to stabilize an oth-
erwise unstable world of ideas’.13 The notion of speaking more broadly of 
an interaction between different worldviews and the language in which 
they are articulated holds significant attractions for me, not least because 
it moves me towards my own final position—namely, that what lies before 
us is evidence of two competing visions for the future of the Jewish people 
in Judah. My project here, then, is not to demonstrate verse for verse allu-
sions, but to try to show that Deutero-Isaiah is alluding with purpose and 
intent to a specific body of texts that reflect an opposing worldview. This 
does not liberate me from the need to identify and examine specific verses. 
Texts remain our primary source of evidence of those worldviews and the 
people who held them. The most effective (perhaps the only) way to show 
that Deutero-Isaiah was responding to a set of ideas and images that reflect 
a priestly worldview is to locate that worldview in priestly texts and then to 
show via yet other texts how Deutero-Isaiah responded to it.
 My assumption is that Deutero-Isaiah responded to the priestly world-
view he hoped to counter or undermine by means of a set of textual allusions 
that I hope now to reveal.14 In order to make this exercise as ‘scientific’ as 
possible, I have limited my selection to examples that came to mind during 
the course of a fairly cursory reading of the text. My claim that the allu-
sions I identify are not simply wordplay for its own sake, but have a serious 
theological and political point, entails that they would have been evident to 

 13. I thank David Aaron in addition for his detailed and extremely helpful com-
ments on a preliminary outline of this chapter.
 14. For methodology see, e.g., G.W. Hepner, ‘Verbal Resonances in the Bible and 
Intertextuality’, JSOT 96 (2001), pp. 3-27; B. Sommer, A Prophet Reads, pp. 18-22; 
R. Schultz, The Search for Quotation: Verbal Parallels in the Prophets (JSOTSup, 180; 
Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999); for examples in Deutero-Isaiah see, e.g., 
M. Polliack, ‘Deutero-Isaiah’s Typological Use of Jacob in the Portrayal of Israel’s 
National Renewal’, in H.G. Reventlow and Y. Hoffman (eds.), Creation in Jewish and 
Christian Tradition (Sheffield: JSOTSup, 319; Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), pp. 
72-110; M. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1985), esp. pp. 363-64. R.B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), offers seven tests: Availability, Volume, 
Recurrence, Thematic Coherence, Historical Plausibility, History of Interpretation, Sat-
isfaction (pp. 29-32). The allusions I identify here clearly fail the History of Interpreta-
tion test; to my knowledge, no one has discussed them before. Fortunately, however, 
Hays cautions against rejecting proposed allusions on the basis of this test, provided 
they pass his other tests. As far as I can tell, they do and I hope to show that they score 
especially well with regard to Satisfaction (illuminating the surrounding discourse).
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the audience it was intended to impress. Had I wished to be really scientific, 
I would have restricted my examples to those I could detect with my ear 
rather than my eye, since I assume more people heard than read these texts. 
As it is, I have excluded only those examples generated by concordances 
and computer word searches.15

 As is so often the case with textual interpretation of this kind, there is 
a chicken and egg problem. The plausibility of my general claim cannot 
rest on any one of the categories outlined here. Rather, a concentration 
of evidence from all five categories is required. And yet each category 
must stand on its own merits. Bearing this in mind, I suggest that the 
plausibility of my claims should be assessed in three stages. First, the 
categories themselves must be deemed reasonable guides to the activity 
of textual allusion. Second, the evidence within each category must be 
deemed plausible. Third, the overall plausibility of the argument must be 
deemed convincing. As indicated above, I am not claiming that Deutero-
Isaiah is alluding explicitly to specific verses from priestly texts, even 
though they are the source of his familiarity with priestly language and 
modes of expression. When he describes God’s stretching out the heavens 
like a ‘tent’, for example, he may not have in mind a specific occurrence 
in a priestly text of the word ‘tent’. Rather, he mentions the tent because 
it features in many priestly texts and plays a central role in the priestly 
worldview. Yet although I do not claim that Deutero-Isaiah alludes to a 
particular verse, but rather a set of texts of which a given word is charac-
teristic, I must nevertheless locate the given word in a range of priestly 
texts. As noted above, these texts are my only evidence that the word was 
indeed typical of priestly language. This leads to a final point on this subject. 
Words alluded to are likely to be distinctive vocabulary that might reason-
ably be identified as hallmarks of a particular worldview. If my claims 
about intentionality and purpose are correct, it would make little sense 
for Deutero-Isaiah to allude to words and terms that are dispersed evenly 
throughout the Bible and thus incapable of evoking a particular competing 
vision or concept.
 In addition to verbal links of the kind discussed above, an alluding text 
should have thematic connection with a source text. Just as thematic coher-
ence is, for Martin Buber, a sine qua non for the identification of leading 
words,16 so it is essential if textual allusions are to be classified as intentional 
as opposed to random. In our texts, the main thematic link is workmanship, 

 15. I have, however, used concordances and computers to supply some of the sup-
porting evidence offered here.
 16. M. Buber, ‘Leitwort Style in Pentateuch Narrative’, in M. Buber and F. Rosen-
zweig, Scripture and Translation (trans. L. Rosenwald; Bloomington: Indiana Univer-
sity Press, 1994), pp. 114-28 (114-15).
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which is applied in both the alluding text and the source text to man-made 
structures and to the created order. In Deutero-Isaiah, the workmanship 
theme emerges from the idol polemics and from the many texts in which 
God creates, including those (e.g. Isa. 40.12, 15) that portray him as a 
master builder who measures water, gauges skies and weighs mountains. 
In the priestly texts in Exodus, the workmanship theme is manifested in 
the construction of the Tabernacle and through explicit references to the 
priestly creation narrative (Exod. 31.12-17, 35.2, 40.33b). It is the combina-
tion of human and divine workmanship that gives Deutero-Isaiah and the 
Tabernacle texts thematic coherence. Building language applied to divine 
creation is common throughout the ancient Near East,17 and occurs in Job 
(38.1-7), another possible source text for Isa. 40.13-14. G. von Rad identi-
fies anti-idol polemics in general with Wisdom, while acknowledging that 
Deutero-Isaiah is different; his polemic is part of his prophetic message as 
a whole.18 H.D. Preuss perceives a Wisdom influence on the idol texts.19 
Yet, crucially I think, Job lacks an interest in human workmanship. Since 
Deutero-Isaiah, like the priestly writers, engages extensively with priestly 
ideas on the theme of divine and human workmanship, it seems unlikely 
that Job, which focuses only on divine workmanship, is the source of Deu-
tero-Isaiah’s interest in idols. I myself see Job as a postexilic text, which 
would in any case rule out the possibility that Deutero-Isaiah was alluding 
to it. The likelihood that Deutero-Isaiah alludes to the Tabernacle texts, not 
to Job, increases if we take into account the allusions to priestly texts in 
Genesis observed by Weinfeld, and examples of distinctive priestly vocabu-
lary: hb(wt, abomination (Isa. 41.24, 44.19); twmd, likeness (Isa. 40.18; 
cf. 25 occurrences elsewhere, mostly in Ezek. 1); )rb, create (Isa. 42.5, 
43.7, 45.8, 18; cf. 48 occurrences elsewhere, 11 in Gen. 1–6, 16 in Deutero-
Isaiah); t(lwt, thread (Isa. 41.14; cf. 25 occurrences elsewhere, mostly in 
priestly texts, 15 in Exod. 25–40).
 A strong indication of an intertextual relationship between two texts is 
the presence in both of clusters of semantically identical words, highlighted 
by a range of devices that I shall illustrate. The overlapping vocabulary 
could be explained by common interests and shared experience, but in this 
case, as I shall argue below, it seems likely that one text is self-consciously 
alluding to the other. For reasons I shall soon outline, it seems most likely 
that Deutero-Isaiah is the ‘alluding text’ here, while the priestly writing I 

 17. V.A. Hurowitz, I Have Built You an Exalted House: Temple Building in the Bible in 
the Light of Mesopotamian and Northwest Semitic Writings (JSOTSup, 115; Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1992), p. 242.
 18. Wisdom in Israel (London: SCM Press, 1972), pp. 179-80.
 19. Verspottung fremder Religionen im Alten Testament (Beiträge zur Wissenschaft 
vom Alten und Neuen Testament, 5/12; Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1971), p. 212.
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have in mind is his ‘source text’.20 A crucial element of Deutero-Isaiah’s 
theology is that God created the world alone. At first glance, this seems 
self-evident and entirely consistent with the view of God as creator found in 
the rest of the Bible, but the reality is more complex. In the first place, there 
are remarkably few texts that say anything one way or another about God as 
creator. Some of these do not address explicitly the question of whether or 
not God had accomplices, and at least one (Prov. 8) assumes that he did. In 
the case of priestly texts, it is not so much that God may have had a helper, 
as that the act of creation is inextricably connected with the building of 
the Temple. Deutero-Isaiah, it seems to me, wants to sever this connection, 
and thus his denial that God received a plan for creation recalls the com-
mission of Bezalel. The allusions to Exodus 25–39 effectively undermine 
the priestly pairing of creation and the Tabernacle, with its implied creative 
partnership between Bezalel and God.21

 Isaiah 40.13-14 uses three distinctive (in the context of Isaiah) terms, 
‘spirit of the lord’, ‘knowledge’, and ‘understanding’:

xr)b whdmlyw whnybyw C(wn ym-t) .wn(ydwy wtc( #y)w hwhy xwr-t) Nkt-ym
.wn(ydwy twnwbt Krdw t(d whdmlyw +p#m

Who has plumbed the spirit of the LOrd,
What man could tell Him his plan?
Whom did He consult, and who taught Him,
Guided Him in the way of the right?
Who guided Him in knowledge
And showed Him the path of understanding?

All three terms occur in one of the Exodus source texts I envisage for 
Deutero-Isaiah:

Myhl) xwr wt) )lm)w .hdwhy h+ml rwx-Nb yrw)-Nb l)lcb M#b yt)rq h)r
.hk)lm-lkbw t(dbw hnwbtbw hmkxb

See I have singled out by name Bezalel son of Uri son of Hur, of the tribe of 
Judah. I have endowed him with a divine spirit of wisdom, understanding and 
knowledge in every kind of craft (Exod. 31.2, 3).

 20. Cf., Fishbane’s traditio and traditum, in Biblical Interpretation.
 21. Exod. R 34.1-38.9 and 48.1-52.5 identify and expand many parallels between the 
design of the Tabernacle and the order of the universe as described in Gen. 1. See, e.g., 
35.6, ‘R. Hiyya b. Abba said: This teaches that the gold clasps in the Tabernacle looked 
like the glittering stars in heaven’; and 50.1, ‘AND BEZALEL MADE THE ARK (37.1). 
It is written , The opening of your words give light; it gives understanding to the simple 
(Ps. 119.130). When God created the world it was full of water everywhere, for it says, 
And darkness was on the face of the deep; and the spirit of the LOrd hovered over the 
face of the waters (Gen. 1.2)’. Scholars disagree over whether parallels of this kind have 
a firm textual basis in the Bible. Since there is no space here to make the case, I shall 
comment only that the notion that the Temple, and thus in our texts the Tabernacle, is a 
microcosm of the universe is at the heart of priestly theology as I understand it. 
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 Two terms, understanding and knowledge, occur in the other Exodus 
source text:

hmhb hnwbtw hmkx hwhy Ntn r#) bl-Mkx #y) lkw b)ylh)w l)lcb h#(w
.hwhy hwc-r#) lkl #dqh tdb( tk)lm-lk-t) t#(l t(dl

Let, then, Bezalel and Oholiab and every person wise of heart in whom the 
lord has given the wisdom and understanding that produces the knowledge 
required to undertake all the tasks connected with the service of the sanctuary 
according to all that the lord has commanded (Exod. 36.1).

The absence in Exod. 36.1 of the term ‘spirit’ may be explained by the fact 
that it is identified with the initial call. Since it was reported in connection 
with Bezalel’s commission (Exod. 31.3), and again in 35.31, that Bezalel 
was filled with the divine spirit, the narrator did not find it necessary to 
repeat this information. Notably absent from the alluding text, but present 
in both source texts and in the almost identical formula in Exod. 35.31, is 
the word hmkx, wisdom. It is not clear why wisdom is excluded from Isa. 
40.13,14. Perhaps xr)b +p#m, in the way of justice or the right, takes the 
places of wisdom here, or perhaps Deutero-Isaiah associates wisdom not 
with a plan or design, his theme here, but with its execution, his subject in 
40.20, where wisdom is mentioned. It is important to note that the rhetori-
cal questions posed here in vv. 13 and 14, again in v. 18 (‘To whom, then, 
can you liken God, What form compare to him?’), and later in the idol texts 
(see, e.g., Isa. 44.7 and 46.5), may suggest that Deutero-Isaiah is even here 
beginning to weave the web of allusions that will ultimately contrast God 
with the Babylonian idol-makers.22

 A particular issue for Deutero-Isaiah seems to be the possibility that 
God created the universe according to a plan derived from, or perhaps 
shared with, the Temple. This idea resurfaces in Isa. 44.13, where the 
idol, created to live in a shrine, is shaped according to the pattern of a 
man:

wh#(yw whr)ty hgwxmbw tw(cqmb wh#(y dr#b whr)ty wq h+n Myc( #rx
.tyb tb#l Md) tr)ptk #y) tynbtk

The craftsman in wood measures with a line
And marks out the shape with a stylus;
He forms it with scraping tools, 
Marking it out with a compass.
He makes it according to the pattern of a man,
The beauty of a man to dwell in a shrine.

The concept of a pattern for the Temple occurs frequently in texts with a 
priestly outlook. Five of the Bible’s twenty occurrences of tynbt, pattern, 

 22. See M. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation, pp. 46-48, for a discussion of the role 
of rhetorical questions.
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are in Deuteronomy 4 (vv. 16–18), a text replete with priestly vocabulary 
and themes, and three are in Exodus 25 (vv. 9, 40):

.w#(t Nkw wylk-lk tynbt t)w Nk#mh tynbt t) Ktw) h)rm yn) r#) lkk

Exactly as I show you—the pattern of the Tabernacle and the pattern of all 
its furnishings—so shall you make it (Exod. 25.9).

It is worth noticing too that it is not only the Tabernacle that is made according 
to a pattern; the contents, vessels that may be equated to the idol mentioned in 
Isa. 44.13, likewise have a pattern. The possible Temple resonances of tyb, 
shrine, in Isa. 44.13 are reinforced by the immediate mention of cedars, the 
tree most closely associated throughout the Bible with the Temple (cf., e.g., 
1 Kgs 6.14-18, 7.2-12). They are further underlined by Isa. 44.15-17 which, 
with its focus on fire and meat, may be read as a broad-brush caricature of the 
priestly cult. That Deutero-Isaiah is parodying at the same time the priestly 
notion that the Tabernacle/Temple is a mirror, replica or microcosm of cre-
ation is suggested by parallels between Isa. 44.13 and Isa. 40.22. Both verses 
contain the word tb#l, to dwell, while hgwxmbw, compass, in 44.13 reflects 
gwx, vault, and Mybgxk, grasshoppers, in 40.22. Deutero-Isaiah’s equation of 
the earth’s human inhabitants with grasshoppers may represent a subtle criti-
cism of priestly anthropocentrism (particularly the idea that man is made in 
God’s image), in which case, as we should indeed expect from its context, his 
reference to the ‘beauty’ of a man is tongue in cheek.
 Isaiah 40.20 alludes to the ideal expressed in texts from many different 
provenances that the craftsman (a smith, in these cases) commissioned for a 
sacred project should possess wisdom:

.+wmy )l lsp Nykhl wl-#qby Mkx #rx rxby bqry-)l C( hmwrt Nksmh

As a gift, he chooses the mulberry—
A wood that does not rot—
Then seeks a wise craftsman
To make a firm idol,
That will not topple.

That this is an allusion to a priestly text in particular is suggested by the 
presence of several other words—most obviously hmwrt, gift, which 
occurs predominantly in priestly texts—that are identical or sound similar 
to typical priestly terminology. Exodus 35.35 is one of several that describe 
the perfect craftsman, like Deutero-Isaiah’s idol-maker, as having wisdom 
or being wise of heart (e.g. 28.3; 31.6; 35.10; 36.2,8).

Nmgr)bw tlktb Mqrw b#xw #rx tk)lm-lk tw#(l bl-tmkx Mt) )lm
.tb#xm yb#xw hk)lm-lk y#( gr)w ##bw yn#h t(lwtb

They have been endowed with the skill to do any work—of the carver, the 
designer, the embroiderer in blue, purple, crimson yarns, and in fine linen, 
and of the weaver—as workers in all crafts and as makers of designs.
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As well as alluding above to the plan and the workman responsible for 
executing it, Deutero-Isaiah may allude to the product, the Ark of the Cov-
enant in this case:

w(dy-lbw w)ry-lb hmh mhyd(w wly(wy-lb Mhydwmxw wht Mlk lsp-yrcy
.w#by N(ml

The makers of idols
All work to no purpose;
And the things they treasure
Can do no good,
And [as for] their witnesses, they23

neither look nor think,
And so they can be shamed (Isa. 44.9).

That the Ark is intended here is suggested by its pairing with Mhydwmxw 
(their treasures), a root associated with the Temple (Ezek. 24.25). The allu-
sion may be underscored by the presence in the same verse of wht, void, a 
term that is prominent in the Genesis 1 creation narrative (Gen. 1.2). Exodus 
27.21 contains one of nineteen occurrences of td(, Covenant, in Exodus 
25–39:

rqb-d( br(m wynbw Nrh) wt) Kr(y td(h-l( r#) tkrpl Cwxm d(wm lh)b
.l)r#y ynb t)m Mtrdl Mlw( tqx hwhy ynpl

Aaron and his sons shall set them up in the Tent of Meeting, outside the curtain 
which is over [the Ark of ] the Covenant, from evening to morning before the 
lord. It shall be a due from the Israelites for all time, throughout the ages.

As I read Isa. 44.9, the ‘witnesses’ are the idols they manufacture. Deutero-
Isaiah equates idols with the Ark, and elsewhere contrasts these false wit-
nesses with Israel, God’s true witnesses (cf., e.g., Isa. 43.10, 12).
 Deutero-Isaiah constructs a web of allusions that links the fabrication of 
idols with creation. As in 40.22 (see below), there is a possible self-allusion: 
wn(qry, overlaid it, in 40.19 with reference to idol-makers and idols con-
trasts with (qr, overlaid, in 44.24 with reference to God and the earth:

.Prwc Psk twqtrw wn(qry bhzb Prcw #rx Ksn lsph

The idol? A woodworker shaped it,
And a smith overlaid it with gold,
Forging links of silver (Isa. 40.19).

Mym# h+n lk h#( hwhy ykn) N+bm Krcyw Kl)g hwhy rm)-hk
. [yt)m] yt) ym Cr)h (qr ydbl

Thus said the lord, your Redeemer,
Who formed you in the womb:

 23. I depart here from nJPs, which reads ‘As they themselves can testify’, moving 
‘they’ to the beginning of the next line.



92 Longing for Egypt and Other Unexpected Biblical Tales 

It is I, the lord, who made everything,
Who alone stretched out the heavens,
And unaided spread out the earth (Isa. 44.24).

These may further allude to the Tabernacle as described in Exod. 39.3, and 
to the creation of the world in Gen. 1.6. The threefold repetition in Exod. 
39.3 of Kwtb, among, recalls Gen. 1.6, where (yqr, spread out, is juxta-
posed with Kwtb, among:

Nmgr)h Kwtbw tlkth Kwtb tw#(l Mlytp Ccqw bhzh yxp-t) w(qryw
. b#x h#(m ##h Kwtbw yn#h t(lwt Kwtbw

They hammered out sheets of gold and cut threads to be worked into designs 
among the blue, [among] the purple, and [among] the crimson yarns, and 
[among] the fine linen.

. Myml Mym Nyb lydbm yhyw Mymh Kwtb (yqr yhy Myhl) rm)yw

God said, ‘Let there be an expanse in the midst of the water, that it may sepa-
rate water from water’ (Gen. 1.6).

There is evidently no polemical tension between these two texts; the crafts-
men are simply mirroring God’s work of creation.
 Deutero-Isaiah’s image in 40.22 of the world as a tent in which people 
dwell recalls the Tent of Meeting that covers the Tabernacle:

.tb#l lh)k Mxtmyw Mym# qdk h+wnh Mybgxk hyb#yw Cr)h gwx-l( b#yh

It is He who is enthroned above the vault of the earth,
So that its inhabitants seem as grasshoppers;
Who spread out the skies like gauze, 
Stretched them out like a tent to dwell in.

 The word lh), tent, appears throughout the Tabernacle narrative (about 
60 occurrences):

hl(mlm wyl( lh)h hskm-t) M#yw Nk#mh-l( lh)h-t) #rpyw
.h#m-)t hwhy hwc r#)k

He spread the tent over the Tabernacle, placing the covering of the tent on top 
of it—just as the lord had commanded Moses (Exod. 40.19).

Whereas the priestly authors construct a positive link between the Taber-
nacle and the universe, with the Tent of Meeting mirroring the dome of 
the heavens, Deutero-Isaiah sets them in opposition. Why God would want 
to live in a tent erected by people (grasshoppers!) when he has a dwell-
ing place whose roof is the sky? The polemical intention occurs elsewhere. 
Isaiah 44.13 uses the term tr)pt, beauty, in relation to a man in a tyb, 
house or shrine:

whr)ty hgwxmbw tw(cqmb wh#(y dr#b whr)ty wq h+n Myc( #rx
. tyb tb#l Md) tr)ptk #y) tynbtk wh#(yw
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The craftsman in wood measures with a line
And marks out the shape with a stylus;
He forms it with scraping tools,
Marking it out with a compass.
He makes it according to the pattern of a man,
The beauty of a man to dwell in a shrine.

In conjunction with a term, tynbt, pattern, that has strong Temple building 
associations, this may allude to Aaron and his sons, as described in Exod. 
28.2, 40. Given its context in an idol polemic, the phrase Md) tr)ptk, 
according to the beauty of a man, has mocking undertones that are trans-
ferred, via the allusion, to Aaron and his descendants:

tr)ptlw dwbkl Kyx) Nrh)l #dq-ydgb ty#(w

Make sacral vestments for your brother Aaron, for honour and for beauty 
(Exod. 28.2; see also v. 40).

Deutero-Isaiah may wish to contrast the man-made beauty identified here 
with a select group of Israelites (the priests) with divine beauty associated 
with the people as a whole (Isa. 44.13b, ‘And I will bestow…my beauty 
upon Israel’). The contrast, if intentional, is surely disparaging of what 
Deutero-Isaiah sees as priestly particularism.
 Assuming that textual allusion is a meaningful attempt to shape opinion, 
rather than an intellectual exercise, or wordplay for its own sake, the intended 
audience must be able to recognise the allusions it encounters. Audiences at 
this time were more likely to hear than read texts, and it seems probable that 
writers wishing to suggest ideas without articulating them explicitly would 
work accordingly. Visual techniques, such as patterning words on a page, 
require sight of the text. Homonyms are effective whether a text is read or 
heard, but they are especially appealing for a writer who expects his work to 
be transmitted orally. We might also expect semantically identical words, such 
as discussed above, to be reinforced by homonyms. Here below are examples 
of verses that evoke priestly texts through a set of words that are semantically 
identical (same root, same meaning) to typical priestly vocabulary, such as 
#rx Mkx, wise or skilled smith (see above), in combination with words that 
merely sound similar to vocabulary that belongs in that context. This device 
will be most effective if the alluding homonym is unusual and difficult. Such 
is the case in Isa. 40.20, a notoriously difficult verse:

.+wmy )l lsp Nykhl wl-#qby Mkx #rx rxby bqry-)l C( hmwrt Nksmh

As a gift, he chooses the mulberry—
A wood that does not rot—
Then seeks a wise craftsman
To make a firm idol,
That will not topple.
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The word hmwrt (terumah) is not easily translatable in this context. Since 
some commentators favour ‘raised up’ without a sacrificial connotation, I 
shall treat it as a homonym, but it may better be read as a semantically iden-
tical allusion. As noted below, it occurs in conjunction with other terms that 
are identical (Mkx #rx, wise smith) or sound similar (Nksmh, mulberry?) 
to characteristically priestly vocabulary:

hmwrt yl-wxqyw l)r#y ynb-l) rbd. rm)l h#m-l) hwhy rbdyw
 . ytmwrt-t) wxqt wbl wnbdy r#) #y)-lk t)m

The lord spoke to Moses, saying: Tell the Israelite people to bring Me gifts; 
you shall accept gifts for Me from every person whose heart so moves him 
(Exod. 25.1).

The Bible contains 76 occurrences of hmwrt (terumah), 15 of which are in 
Exod. 25–31 and 34–40 , with most others appearing in priestly texts.
 This reading of hmwrt (terumah) is supported by the presence in Isa. 
40.20 of a word (bqry), whose meaning in this context is not immediately 
obvious but recalls a familiar source word (draw near). Here, attention is 
drawn to the unusual word through its pairing with a word that echoes it 
(rxby), not unlike the category of ‘sounds like’ clues in a game of charades. 
The fact that a word stands out in the alluding text, either because it would 
be unusual in any context or because it is out of place in this particular 
context, makes it more likely that it was chosen to enhance an allusion to 
the source text. It is worth noting that Isa. 40.20 mentions a wise craftsman, 
#rx Mkx, immediately after bqry (rot):

.+wmy )l lsp Nykhl wl-#qby Mkx #rx rxby bqry-)l C( hmwrt Nksmh

As a gift, he chooses the mulberry—
A wood that does not rot—
Then seeks a wise craftsman
To make a firm idol,
That will not topple (40.20).

In both source texts, the relevant verb appears in close proximity to a term 
denoting wisdom bl-Mkx, wise of heart, and wblb hmkx, wise in his heart 
(see Exod. 28.3 in the case of 28.1):

Nrh) yl-wnhkl l)r#y ynb Kwtm wt) wynb-t)w Kyx) Nrh)-t) Kyl) brqh ht)w
.Nrh) ynb rmty)w rz(l) )whyb)w bdn

You shall bring forward your brother Aaron, with his sons, from among the 
Israelites, to serve Me as a priests; Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and 
Ithamar, the sons of Aaron (Exod. 28.1).

 hwhy Ntn r#) bl-Mkx #y)-lk l)w b)ylh)-l)w l)lcb-l) hm# )rqyw
. ht) t#(l hk)lmh-l) hbrql wbl w)#n r#) lk wblb hmkx
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Moses then summoned Bezalel and Oholiab, and every wise person whom 
the lord had endowed with wisdom, everyone whose heart was inspired, to 
approach the work and execute it (Exod. 36.2).

 The most notoriously problematic word in the anti-idol polemic occurs in 
the verse I have just mentioned, Isa. 40.20:

rxby bqry-)l C( hmwrt Nksmh

As a gift, he chooses the mulberry—A wood that does not rot…

A good deal of scholarly attention has been devoted to the hapax legomenon 
Nksmh (ha’mesukhan), mulberry. Following an excellent survey of the 
exegetical options, H.G.M. Williamson concludes that C(, tree, was a gloss 
on the already unfamiliar Nksmh, mulberry.24 Williamson’s conclusion may 
lend support to my claim that the word was selected for reasons other than 
its meaning. Perhaps Deutero-Isaiah used it because it sounds like Nk#mh 
(ha’miskhan), the Tabernacle, and he intended to highlight the similarity 
between the activity of making idols and the material culture of the Israelite 
priests:

. w#(t Nkw wylk-lk tynbt t)w Nk#mh tynbt t) Ktw) h)rm yn) r#) lkk

Exactly as I show you—the pattern of the Tabernacle and the pattern of all 
its furnishings—so shall you make it (Exod. 25.9).

The likelihood that an allusion is intended here is increased by its juxta-
position with hmwrt (terumah), a typically priestly term, as noted above.
In some cases, the alluding text contains vocabulary that does not repli-
cate the terminology of the source text, as in the example above, but rather 
paraphrases it. As well as referring to a source text by paraphrasing it, an 
alluding text may respond to or engage with the source text by saying the 
opposite. It goes without saying that a completely unexceptional claim that 
appears in two texts is not evidence of allusion, which raises the question of 
whether the claim that God created the world is unexceptional. This is not 
the place to debate the matter in full, but it is worth noting that most explicit 
and unambiguous references to God as creator occur in priestly texts or in 
Isa. 40–55. This indicates neither that Deutero-Isaiah absorbed the concept 
of creation from priestly texts, nor that he was engaging with them when he 
referred to it. He could have formulated the concept independently, or both 
authors could have been influenced by the same external source. Given the 
other allusions to priestly material, however, it seems most likely that allu-
sion to a priestly text is intended.
 Deutero-Isaiah describes God as creator in language that mirrors priestly 
creation texts.25

 24. ‘A Case of Not Seeing the Wood for the Trees’, Biblica 67 (1986), pp. 1-20 (16). 
 25. Identified by M. Weinfeld, ‘God and the Creator’.
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P(yy )l Cr)h twcq )rwb hwhy Mlw( yhl) t(m# )l-M) t(dy )wlh
. wtnwbtl rqx Ny) (gyy )lw

Do you not know?
Have you not heard?
The lord is God from of old, 
Creator of the earth from end to end,
He never grows faint or weary,
His wisdom cannot be fathomed (Isa. 40.28).

The use of )rb (cf. Gen. 2.2) suggests that Genesis 1.1–2.2 is the source 
text, but we cannot rule out the possibility that Deutero-Isaiah was adapting 
Exod. 31.17 through the use of a verb that he associated specifically with 
divine creation:

Mym#h-t) hwhy h#( Mymy t##-yk Ml(l )wh tw) l)r#y ynb Nybw ynyb 
. #pnyw tb# y(yb#h Mwybw Cr)h-t)w

[It shall be a sign for all time] between Me and the people of Israel. For in 
six days the lord made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day He ceased 
from work and was refreshed.

Deutero-Isaiah asserts that God created the earth and, without pausing even 
for a conjunctive vav, let alone a breath, that he was neither faint nor weary. 
This represents a polemic against the anthropomorphic priestly God, who 
rests at the end of His creative act.26 Two verbs indicate fatigue in Isa. 
40.28:

P(yy )l Cr)h twcq )rwb hwhy Mlw( yhl) t(m# )l-M) t(dy )wlh
. wtnwbtl rqx Ny) (gyy )lw

Do you not know?
Have you not heard?
The lord is God from of old,
Creator of the earth from end to end,
He never grows faint or weary,
His wisdom cannot be fathomed.

These two verbs of fatigue may respond to the two verbs indicating rest 
and rejuvenation in Exod. 31.17: #pnyw tb#, he ceased from work and was 
refreshed.

Identifying the How and Why

As well as identifying thematic coherence, it is necessary to construct a 
more detailed theory of how and why the alluding text relates to the source 

 26. Identified by M. Weinfeld, ‘God and the Creator’.
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text. This issue can best be addressed in relation to several sub-questions. 
First, we must ask if Deutero-Isaiah can plausibly have been familiar with 
the Priestly texts I claim he uses. A sine qua non of intertextual allusion 
is the theoretical possibility that the author of the alluding text had access 
to the source text. This is perhaps the biggest challenge, since the text is 
our only source of evidence. The process of deriving evidence about the 
relationship between texts from the texts themselves is unavoidably cir-
cular, and perhaps the strongest assertion we can make is that nothing cat-
egorically excludes the possibility that Deutero-Isaiah read the Exodus 
Tabernacle narrative. Scholars disagree about date and location of both 
Deutero-Isaiah and the priestly texts, with theories ranging from an exilic 
Babylonian to a postexilic Judean provenance for Deutero-Isaiah, and a pre-
exilic Israelite through exilic Babylonian to postexilic Judean provenance 
for the priestly texts. While there are combinations of the above that could 
rule out the relationship I have suggested here (an exilic Deutero-Isaiah 
and postexilic priestly texts), the provenance is too uncertain to be allowed 
veto power. Similarly, the absence of archaeological or secure biographical 
evidence makes it impossible to ascertain how Deutero-Isaiah might have 
had access to priestly texts; too little is known about scribal schools and 
archives, either in Babylon or in Judah. Perhaps the most we can claim is 
that we know nothing that would preclude access.
 Even if a relationship of some kind between Deutero-Isaiah and the 
Tabernacle narratives can be established, it remains to determine that the 
prophet was alluding to the priestly text and not vice versa. Since, as noted 
above, uncertainty about the provenance of either texts renders dates incon-
clusive in this debate, we must resort to logic. First, it is not easy to see 
why a priestly author might allude to anti-idol polemics in Deutero-Isaiah. 
Human workmanship is a crucial component of the priestly worldview as 
it is manifested in Exodus 25–39, and as indicated by the centrality of the 
Temple. Drawing attention to the parallels with idol worship serves only to 
undermine craftsmen and their projects, unless the point is to make a con-
trast. This idea—an intentional contrast between priests and idol makers—
cannot be ruled out. The golden calf narrative (Exod. 32–34) may have been 
placed between the instructions for the Tabernacle (Exod. 25–31) and their 
execution (Exod. 35–39) to show how the material culture of the priests 
differs from idolatry. (The calf was not commissioned whereas the Taber-
nacle was, for instance, and the people seem to regard the calf as a god, not 
as a site or focus of worship, as they regard the Tabernacle.) Yet even if the 
golden calf supported the priestly worldview, is it plausible that Deutero-
Isaiah’s ‘anti-idol’ polemics functioned similarly? The similarities between 
idol-makers and the builders of the Tabernacle seem far greater than the 
differences, and what differences there are (once again, the idols are not 
commissioned) do not stand out.
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 Second, while Deutero-Isaiah’s notion of a transcendent God conflicts 
problematically with the priestly idea of an anthropomorphic God, which 
may account for his polemical allusions to the creation narrative, the incom-
patibility is less pronounced in the opposite direction. Deutero-Isaiah’s cat-
egorical denial that God has a shape or form plays a significant role in his 
claim that God is transcendent. Moreover, his transcendent God fits poorly 
with the notion of a God who dwells in a Temple in Jerusalem. This may 
explain why Deutero-Isaiah is almost totally silent on the subject of the 
Temple, and why the few references that do occur relate not to its religious 
function, but to its role in establishing Cyrus either as David’s successor or 
as his replacement. In Isa. 44.28 and 45.1, Cyrus, like David, is a ‘shepherd’ 
who will build Jerusalem, found the Temple, and serve as God’s anointed. 
On this reading, the Temple is closer in spirit to a royal palace, as signalled 
perhaps by the use of lkyh, than to a House of God, and Deutero-Isaiah’s 
equation of the idol-makers with the builders of the Tabernacle enabled him 
to undermine still further the idea that the Temple was God’s home in Jeru-
salem. The situation is quite different for the priestly authors, who anthro-
pomorphize God by saying that man is made in his image and implying 
that he lives in a Temple, but not by the negative strategy of denying divine 
transcendence. In other words, the priests, unlike Deutero-Isaiah, do not 
establish what God is by asserting what he is not. To be sure, their emphatic 
anthropomorphism could be in response to Deutero-Isaiah’s notion of tran-
scendence, so that their assertion that God rested on the seventh day was 
intended precisely to counter Deutero-Isaiah’s claim that God never wearies 
or weakens. Yet this seems far-fetched, to say the least; the priests were 
hardly short of motives for suggesting that God rests on the seventh day and 
that people should keep the Sabbath in imitation.
 Third, the language shared by the idol polemics and the Tabernacle texts 
is the priestly authors’ standard fare, but not Deutero-Isaiah’s. No reader or 
hearer could reasonably be expected to make the leap from Exodus 25–39 
to Deutero-Isaiah on the basis of linguistic clues. We see in Tabernacle nar-
ratives exactly the type and distribution of language and imagery we should 
expect in priestly text, and there is nothing that cries out, ‘interpret me’ 
with reference to another biblical text! In Deutero-Isaiah, though, the lan-
guage and imagery of the idol texts stand out from the text that surrounds 
it, prompting critically trained Bible scholars to assume a later hand, and 
other readers to think about where they have encountered language like this 
before. Once again, this indicates a relationship in one direction but not the 
other. Finally, the polemic is richer and more potent in one direction than 
the other. Read as a polemic against Deutero-Isaiah, the priestly texts might 
counter the prophet’s notion of God, but they neither fault him for forming 
it, or function as a convincing attack on worshippers of transcendent beings. 
Read as a polemic by Deutero-Isaiah against priestly texts, on the other 
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hand, it contrives to offer a counter view of God while suggesting at the 
same time that the priestly view is lacking. 
 Having dealt as thoroughly as I can with the relationship between Deute-
ro-Isaiah and the Exodus 25–39, I must address the possibility that Deutero-
Isaiah was alluding to a text other than Exodus 25–39. I explained above 
that I exclude Job as a source for Deutero-Isaiah in part because Job deals 
with divine workmanship, but not human. For the opposite reason, I exclude 
also the Temple building texts in 1 Kings 6–8 and 1 Chronicles 28–29 as 
likely sources; there we encounter human workmanship, but no divine cre-
ativity. Where Exodus 25–39 connects the building project with Shabbat 
and creation, the Solomonic account is linked to the monarchy, the Exodus 
from Egypt, the law, and the cult as a locus of forgiveness of sin. To be sure, 
the Tabernacle narrative’s interest in creation is most clear when it is read 
in conjunction with Genesis 1, but there is evidence that the priestly authors 
themselves did that. The Tabernacle narrative contains many apparent allu-
sions to creation, and moreover, as noted above, Exodus 25–39 is linked 
to creation through explicit references to Shabbat. But perhaps the most 
powerful argument that Deutero-Isaiah is polemicizing specifically against 
a priestly text is that the Bible’s most detailed and sustained attack on idol-
makers outside Isaiah 40–55—the golden calf narrative—also engages with 
a priestly narrative. As mentioned above, the calf narrative can be read posi-
tively, highlighting the differences between idolatry and priestly material-
ism, or negatively, emphasising similarities between the two. Either way, 
the juxtaposition of the calf narrative and the Tabernacle texts creates an 
intense engagement between a polemic against idol-makers and a priestly 
work. Naturally, this equation in Exodus does not prove beyond doubt that 
Deutero-Isaiah had in mind the same model when he penned the idol texts 
but, in the absence of evidence to the contrary and the other forms of support 
outlined above, it suggests the most plausible account of his interests.
 Why, then, might Deutero-Isaiah have alluded to the Tabernacle narra-
tive? Scholars generally focus on monotheism and/or visual representa-
tion of the divine when discussing Deutero-Isaiah’s idol polemics.27 The 
former interest is, I think, implausible and merits re-examination, but the 
latter should be pursued. Somewhat surprisingly, the Bible is more or less 
silent about representing God; the second commandment prohibits images 
of anything in the natural world, but images of God are not mentioned. 

 27. G. von Rad, Old Testament Theology: The Theology of Israel’s Prophetic Tradi-
tions, I (Old Testament Library; San Francisco: Harper, 1965), p. 107. I am grateful to 
Nathan MacDonald for giving me early access to a stimulating paper that deals with 
images, ‘Aniconism in the Old Testament’, in R.P. Gordon (ed.), The God of Israel 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 20-34. MacDonald sees a con-
trast between the idols of the nations who cannot see or hear and Israel, whose eyes and 
ears have been opened so that they can be God’s witnesses.
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Exegetes try to fill the gap by citing texts that seem sensitive about por-
traying God, and Deutero-Isaiah is often utilized for this purpose, but 
perhaps inappropriately. The anti-idol polemics respond to questions: to 
whom can God be compared? The answer we usually assume runs along 
the lines of ‘no one, and certainly not idols’, but the answer is in fact ‘no 
one, and certainly not idol-makers’.28 When Isa. 40.18 poses the familiar 
question, ‘To whom then can you liken God, What form compare to him?’ 
the immediate answer is ‘the idol’. So accustomed are we to seeing the 
contrast between God and idols as the underlying theme of this text that 
we think no further. Yet thereafter, the author’s attention shifts completely 
to the idol-maker: ‘a woodworker shaped it, and a smith overlaid it with 
gold…’. Similarly, Isa. 41.4 poses the question, Who has wrought and 
achieved this…? The immediate answer is, he who announced the gen-
erations from the start…, but the text that follows (41.6) may be read as 
a continuation of this: I the lord (v. 6)… [not idol-makers] each one [of 
whom] helps the other, saying to his fellow, take courage. Again, Isa. 44.7 
asks, Who like me can announce, Can foretell it and match me thereby? 
… Is there any God but me? This time the answer focuses directly on the 
idol makers (44.9): The makers of idols all work to no purpose… Who 
would fashion a god or cast a statue that can do no good? And finally, the 
questions posed in Isa. 46.5—To whom can you compare me or declare 
me similar? To whom can you liken me so that we seem comparable?—
are answered in 46.6 with reference to idol makers, not idols: Those who 
squander gold from the purse and weigh out silver on the balance. The 
decision to respond to Deutero-Isaiah’s question—Who is like God—with 
the answer ‘idol-makers’, not ‘idols’, has significant theological conse-
quences.29 On this reading, the idol-texts can hardly be making the point 

 28. Roth, ‘For Life’, p. 27: ‘The logical and, in most cases, grammatical subject is 
the idol-maker, while the image appears as the direct and logical object’; R.J. Clifford, 
‘The Function of the Idol Passages in Second Isaiah’, CBQ 42 (1980), pp. 450-64, 
notes the God–idol-maker contrast among others (p. 451). For a thorough treatment 
of the subject and its implications, see K. Holter’s excellent Second Isaiah’s Idol-
Fabrication Passages (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1995), p. 87: ‘It is the major thesis in the 
present work that what have to be—ironically!—likened to God in the idol-fabrication 
passages are the idol-fabricators and not the idols or gods themselves’. Holter sees the 
idols as personifications of the nations and concludes that the contrast may indicate a 
more radical nationalism in Deutero-Isaiah than is usually supposed (p. 239). See also 
Holter’s Deuteronomy Four and the Second Commandment (New York: Peter Lang, 
2003).
 29. Holter, Second Isaiah’s Idol-Fabrication Passages, flags that his reading has 
theological implications he is unable to pursue. D. Rudman, ‘The Theology of the Idol-
Fabrication Passages in Second Isaiah’, Old Testament Essays 12/1 (1999), pp. 114-21, 
takes up Holter’s torch and concludes that the idol texts are a polemic against reliance 
on human agency (p. 115); in other words, it is an anti-Cyrus polemic (p. 119). This 
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that an invisible God is better than visible idols. Rather, they must be 
making a point that can logically be inferred from the text. I suggest that 
the answer lies in two different concerns that arise again and again in 
Deutero-Isaiah: the power of prediction and the lessons of history. The 
message the prophet seems to send is that God’s future plans will be 
revealed not through signs in the natural world or artificial representa-
tions of it, the mechanisms of priestly religion, but through God’s past 
actions.
 It is easy to see why most commentators have failed to discuss this in 
detail. The contrast between the mighty God of Israel and impotent Babylo-
nian idols is the one we have come to expect, and is, moreover, a cornerstone 
of monotheism: God is powerful while idols are helpless, God can predict 
and idols cannot.30 But why compare God to a Babylonian idol-maker? A 
possible answer lies in the parallels I have implied between Babylonian reli-
gion and the Israelite priestly cult. Deutero-Isaiah explicitly contrasts God 
with idol-makers; he denies that idols, and hence their makers and all those 
who depend upon them, can predict the future. Implicitly, Deutero-Isaiah 
equates priests with idol-makers; if neither the idols nor, by extension, their 
makers and worshippers, can predict the future, nor can the priests nor the 
artefacts of their material culture. Moreover, the simultaneous equation 
with priests and contrast with God suggests at once that the priestly cult is 
heavily and inappropriately influenced by Babylonian religion, especially, 
perhaps, in its focus on a material culture, and that it has little to do with the 
God of Israel.

Predicting the Future

Whether Deutero-Isaiah was writing in exile immediately prior to return, 
as seems to me most likely (at least for chs. 40–48), or in Judah soon 
afterwards,31 Israel’s future would surely have been a central preoccupa-
tion (41.21-24, 26-28; 43.9-10; 45.20; 47.10-11; 48.3-8, 14-16). This was 
a time of great political and religious uncertainty, when different options 

is an intriguing reading that deserves more attention than I can give it here. Suffice to 
say for now that it creates a tension between the idol texts and the strikingly pro-Cyrus 
passages in, e.g., Isa. 45.1-8. It is one thing to hint that Cyrus is God’s puppet and 
quite another to lampoon him as a deluded idol-maker. G.K. Beale, ‘Isaiah vi 9-13: A 
Retributive Taunt against Idolatry’, VT 41 (1991), pp. 257-78, sees the idol texts as a 
judgement against Israel; God’s own people are the idols who do not see or hear God’s 
message (p. 277). 
 30. See, e.g., H.D. Preuss, Verspottung fremder Religionen im Alten Testament, pp. 
208-15.
 31. H. Barstad, ‘On the So-Called Babylonian Literary Influences in Deutero-
Isaiah’, SJOT 1 (1987), pp. 90-110 (90 n. 1).



102 Longing for Egypt and Other Unexpected Biblical Tales 

presented themselves, from peaceful acceptance of Persian rule to strug-
gle for national autonomy under a reconstituted monarchy, and no doubt 
others in between. It is plausible that the priestly worldview reached its 
present form in response to this uncertainty. A fundamental objection to 
idols is that they cannot predict (41.21-24). I suggest that Deutero-Isaiah 
was unhappy with the priestly way forward, both in terms of content (its 
apparent focus on the Temple and the cult) and form (its predilection for 
the tangible and visible). Moreover, he suggests that the priests are not in 
a position to predict future events; their mechanisms for prediction are no 
better than idols, whose most serious limitation, as he repeatedly shows, is 
their inability to predict.
 Deutero-Isaiah’s discussion of failed prediction is not limited to idols; 
he targets Babylonian religion (or perhaps it would be more accurate to say 
Babylonian science) for a similar failing. Isaiah 47.12-13 forms part of what 
appears at first glance to be a sustained attack on Babylonian religion:

ylw) ly(wh ylkwt ylw) Kyrw(nm t(gy r#)b Kyp#k brbw Kyrbxb )n-ydm(
 Myzxh Mym# [yrbh] wrbh K(y#wyw )n-wdm(y Kytc( brb ty)ln . ycwr(t

. Kyl( w)by r#)m My#dxl My(ydwm Mybkwkb

Stand up, with your spells and your many enchantments on which you labored 
since youth! Perhaps you’ll be able to profit, perhaps you will find strength. 
You are helpless, despite your art. Let them stand up and help you now, the 
scanners of heaven, the star-gazers, who announce, month by month, what-
ever will come upon you.

As with the idol-texts, however, Babylonian religion is characterized so as 
to recall priestly texts. Thus My(ydwm in conjunction with Mybkwk recalls 
Myd(wm, while Kyrw(nm evokes tr)m, and the difficult ycwr(t ylw) may 
even recall Cr)h-l( ry)hl (Gen. 1.14-19). Counter-intuitive as it may 
seem, Gen. 1.14-19 may be read as an implicit validation of Babylonian 
religion:

God said, ‘Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate day from 
night; they shall serve as signs for the set times—the days and the years; and 
they shall serve as lights in the expanse of the sky to shine upon the earth.’ 
And it was so. God made the two great lights, the greater light to dominate 
the day and the lesser light to dominate the night, and the stars. And God set 
them in the expanse of the sky to shine upon the earth, to dominate the day 
and the night, and to separate light from darkness. And God saw that this 
was good.

On this account, God creates the sun and the moon, but then allows them to 
determine the set times at which all things occur. Commentators tradition-
ally read these verses as anti-pagan polemics undermining the deification 
of the sun and moon (since God created them, they cannot be divine), but 
this seems implausible, both in view of their likely Babylonian provenance 
(the sun and moon were not worshipped as gods there) and because the 
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verb mashal, rule, has precisely the personifying and, moreover, control-
ling, connotations that we might expect authors with an anti-deification 
agenda to avoid. Rather, the Genesis account suggests that God abdicated 
responsibility to the sun and the moon, and that the best way to learn about 
the times and dates of things is to thus to study the sun and the moon, as the 
Babylonians do. Or, to express this the other way around, the priestly author 
of Genesis 1 finds a way of reconciling Babylonian astronomy with Israel-
ite theology. God created the sun and the moon and endowed them with a 
sphere of influence (the calendar); all those wishing to operate within that 
sphere should henceforth study the sun and the moon, not God.
 While Deutero-Isaiah may equate the priestly cult with certain aspects 
of Babylonian religion to undermine its credibility as a source of future 
hope, he does not ridicule Babylonian religion in total. He simply claims 
that it is not up to the task of predicting future events and saving people 
from all impending disasters (cf., for Israel, the prediction of Cyrus, and 
the exile, respectively). God’s interactions with Cyrus offer additional evi-
dence that Deutero-Isaiah’s primary target was not Babylonian religion. 
God seems to adopt a ‘when in Rome’ attitude with Cyrus, promising him 
K#x twrcw), treasures concealed in the dark, and Myrtsm ynm+mw, secret 
hoards, in Isa. 45.3, despite telling Israel he will not speak to them rtsb, 
in secret, K#x Cr) Mwqmb, in a dark land (Isa. 45.19).32 This language 
is strongly reminiscent of Late Babylonian omen tablets (cf. especially 
Akk. nisirtu)33 and, read collectively, the two biblical texts imply that 
Babylonian religion, though inappropriate for Israel, is acceptable for its 
own practitioners. Moreover, even while Deutero-Isaiah rejects certain 
features of Babylonian religion for Israel, he seems to adopt and transform 
others. In order to illustrate Deutero-Isaiah’s adoption and transformation 
of components of Babylonian religion, I want to return to a question that 
was implicit in a claim I made earlier, but that I did not address. I pointed 
out that Deutero-Isaiah contrasts the inability of idols to predict with 
God’s predictive power, but I did not explain how I think God predicts 
according to Deutero-Isaiah. The obvious answer is via the prophet, but 
it is surprisingly hard to come up with textual evidence to support it. My 
own response is that Deutero-Isaiah’s God predicts the future through his 
activity in Israel’s history, and I shall conclude this chapter by attempting 

 32. K. Baltzer, Deutero-Isaiah: A Commentary (ed. P. Machinist; trans. Margaret 
Kohl; Hermeneia: A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible; Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2001) interprets 45.3 as a reference to money (p. 226) and 45.19 to the 
underworld (p. 246) but although he notes that v. 19 is difficult, hinting dissatisfaction 
with his reading of it, he does not relate these verses to each other. 
 33. LBAT 1526 rev. 17, discussed by F. Rochberg, The Heavenly Writing: Divina-
tion, Horoscopy, and Astronomy in Mesopotamian Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), p. 212.
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to draw out a tantalizing connection between this form of prediction and 
Deutero-Isaiah’s idol-texts.

Mouth-washing

In the past, Bible scholars routinely dismissed idol worship as primitive 
self-delusion, and assumed that the biblical prophets were equally dis-
missive of the pagan religions that surrounded them. How can a block 
of wood made by human hands be divine or in any meaningful sense 
represent divinity? Lately, though, Assyriologists have begun to recog-
nize that ancient Near Eastern idolatry was more sophisticated than their 
predecessors believed. In particular, they have paid renewed attention to 
the ritual that aimed to effect the transformation from human artefact to 
divinity, mis pî, the mouth washing or mouth opening ritual.34 Accounts 
of the mis pî ritual (or rituals) differ, and it is sometimes said to have 
occurred in the idol-maker’s workshop,35 but it is usually claimed to have 
included the following components: the idol is (1) processed to (2) a body 
of water—past (3) an orchard and (4) channels of water—where the idol’s 
(5) mouth is washed and/or opened four times with sweet foods, after 
which its senses are awakened and (6) it can taste and smell; (7) the idol-
maker then symbolically cuts off his hand and (8) denies that he made it. 
Deutero-Isaiah seems variously to reflect or reverse the components of 
mis pî in relation to Israel, and may have shaped the Exodus pattern that 
underlies his text in light of this ritual. Possible allusions to its component 
parts may be found throughout Deutero-Isaiah, but Isa. 41.17-20 offers a 
concentrated glimpse:

The poor and needy
Seek water, and there is none;
Their tongue is parched with thirst.
I the lord God respond to them.
I, the God of Israel will not forsake them.

 34. See, e.g., V.A. Hurowitz, ‘The Mesopotamian God Image, from Womb to Tomb’, 
JAOS 123 (2003), pp. 147-55; C. Walker and M. Dick, The Induction of the Cult Image 
in Ancient Mesopotamia: The Mesopotamian Mis Pî Ritual (Winona Lake, IN: Eisen-
brauns, 2001); M. Dick, Born in Heaven, Made on Earth: The Creation of the Cult 
Image (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1999), see especially pp. 1-53; A. Berlejung, 
‘Washing the Mouth: The Consecration of Divine Images in Mesopotamia’, in K. van 
der Toorn (ed.), The Image and the Book: Iconic Cults, Aniconism, and the Rise of 
Book Religion in Israel and the Ancient Near East (Leuven: Peeters, 1997), pp. 45-72; 
T. Jacobsen, ‘The Graven Image’, in P.D. Miller et al. (eds.), Ancient Israelite Religion: 
Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 1987), 
pp. 15-32.
 35. Rudman, ‘The Theology of the Idol-Fabrication Passages in Second Isaiah’, 
p. 119.
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I will open up streams on the bare hills
And fountains amid the valleys;
I will turn the desert into ponds,
The arid land into springs of water.
I will plant cedars in the wilderness,
Acacias and myrtles and oleasters;
I will set cypresses in the desert,
Box trees and elms as well—
That they36 may see and know,
Consider this and comprehend
That the LOrd’s hand has done this, 
That the Holy One of Israel has wrought it.

The word used here for needy, Mynwyb)h, evokes the Hebrew for stone. 
While Deutero-Isaiah’s idols are made of wood and metal, stone is a 
common material for idols, and the fact that this word does not scan is a 
possible indication that it was included to enhance the parallel between the 
account of Israel’s journey from Egypt to Israel and the mis pî ritual.37 The 
reference to water, recalling a motif of the procession out of Egypt, mirrors 
the water to which the idol is carried. The precise language used here also 
evokes the ritual. God promises that he will open streams. Open is not a verb 
commonly used in connection with water, and the word for streams, Myyp#, 
recalls lips. Three other kinds of water are mentioned in addition to Myyp#, 
paralleling the four mouth openings. Seven kinds of trees are mentioned, 
signifying perhaps an orchard,38 and all this is to that ensure that ‘they’ will 
see and know that the lord’s hand (7) made ‘this’ and created, h)rb, ‘it’. 
It is not clear whether the subjects here are the onlookers or the processors. 
The people who will see and know (have their senses awakened) could be 
the observers,39 but since no observers have been mentioned thus far, ‘it’ 
seems more likely to signify the people being processed. ‘This’ could refer 
either to the event or the people being brought out, as could ‘it’ but, assum-
ing that ‘this’ and ‘it’ have the same point of reference, the latter seems more 
likely. Perhaps Deutero-Isaiah contrasts God with Babylonian idol-makers/
Israelite Priests to highlight an essential difference. Priests and idol-makers 
manufacture material objects (idols/cult paraphernalia) and ‘read’ them as 
signs of divine involvement in the world.40 God creates Israel, and they, his 

 36. nJPs reads ‘men’ not ‘they’.
 37. R.N. Whybray, Isaiah 40–66 (New Century Bible Commentary; London: Oliph-
ants, 1975), ad loc.
 38. Exod. R. 35.1 cites this passage in relation to Exod. 26.15, implying that all 
seven trees mentioned in Isa. 41.19 are types of cedar.
 39. nJPs.
 40. For a discussion of ancient Near Eastern semiology, see Z. Bahrani, The Graven 
Image: Representation in Babylonia and Assyria (Philadelphia: University of Pennsyl-
vania Press, 2003), especially pp. 121-49.
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witnesses, yd( Mt) (43.10), are the signs of his activity in the world, past, 
present and future. To whom can God be compared? Perhaps to an idol-
maker after all, but whereas the idol-maker produces lifeless imitations of 
wood and metal, God makes living idols!

Two or Three Isaiahs and Other Implications

Several more general conclusions may be drawn from my observations 
here, and I offer them now in case they stimulate further thought on this 
subject. The Tabernacle narrative is an important priestly text that serves, 
among other things, to validate the Temple by suggesting that the blue-
print for its prototype was given at Sinai. The possible allusions I have 
identified in Isaiah 40–55 suggest a stronger opposition to the Temple 
than the allusions Sommer sees in Isaiah 61–65, which indicate no more 
than a need for the reorganization and democratization of Temple service. 
This is precisely what we should expect. The Temple is barely mentioned 
in Deutero-Isaiah and, where it is mentioned, it is connected with Cyrus 
and seems to serve a political—the validation of Cyrus’s rule—rather than 
a religious function—the home of the cult. Indeed, Deutero-Isaiah shows 
no practical interest at all in the restoration of the cult, and it is difficult 
to see how it is compatible with his non-anthropomorphic, transcendent 
God. This line of reasoning, if correct, makes it hard to see how Deutero-
Isaiah can be one and the same author as Trito-Isaiah, whose interest in 
the Temple is so concrete.41

 As Holter points out, the recognition that the anti-idol polemics con-
trast God with idol-makers not, as usually supposed, with idols and false 
god, entails a significant reassessment of what is usually seen as a central 
proof text for Deutero-Isaiah’s absolute monotheism. If I am correct to see 
in these texts not opposition to any form of Babylonian religion (idols or 
idol-makers), but rather evidence of an inner-Israelite debate,42 we must re-
evaluate the standard view that Deutero-Isaiah’s condemnation of idolatry 
was a pillar of his monotheism. There is, of course, no need to revisit the 
view that Deutero-Isaiah was a monotheist; the text contains many powerful 
monotheistic claims apart from the inference from idolatry.43

 41. Contra, e.g., Sommer, A Prophet Reads the Scripture.
 42. I am grateful to Knut Holter for his generous response to an outline of the paper 
on which this chapter was based, and especially for confirming that he too sees the 
idol polemics as a message intended for Israel’s benefit (personal communication, 14 
December, 2005).
 43. See B. Halperin, ‘ “Brisker Pipes than Poetry”: The Development of Israelite 
Monotheism’, in J. Neusner et al. (eds.), Judaic Perspectives on Ancient Israel (Phila-
delphia: Fortress Press, 1981), pp. 77-115.
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 Isaiah 40–55 contains few indications of what its author hoped would 
happen once the exiles had resettled in Jerusalem. Certainly, the positive 
account of Cyrus suggests a pro-Persian stance that is in keeping with the 
prophet’s approaching-universalist outlook.44 Yet Deutero-Isaiah seems long 
on inspiring vision and short on practical detail on such crucial matters as 
worship, social organization and identity. The possible anti-priestly polemic 
I have identified here implies that he was more engaged with the politics of 
restoration than this account allows. The anti-priestly, and especially anti-
Temple, polemics suggest that he opposed a society that revolved around 
the Temple and the cult, and may even have wished to diminish the central 
role of the Sabbath. His own version of the future was less time-bound and 
more concerned with land, indicating perhaps, that despite his universalist 
leanings, the only future he saw was in Judah, in contrast to priestly writers 
who saw a possible future for Israel outside the land.
 Occurrences of distinctive vocabulary and concepts embedded in oth-
erwise alien texts are usually taken as indicative of redaction by another 
hand. Priestly language in Deuteronomy 4 is thus seen by most exegetes 
as the later contribution of a priestly editor. My conclusions here suggest 
that we should ask whether writers from one school utilized a concen-
tration of language and ideas from another school with the intention of 
evoking it in order to engage with it, whether negatively, positively, or 
selectively. 
 Most importantly, at least for me, this analysis suggests that although 
Deutero-Isaiah was critical of priestly religion, especially for its depen-
dence on images and representations (42.8, 17; 45.16, 20), he may not 
have intended to criticize Babylonian religion as practiced by Babylonians. 
Rather, his own co-religionists were the object of his condemnation, and 
even in their case, if there is any truth in the claims I have made about his 
use of the mis pî ritual, he did not have a carte blanche objection to bor-
rowing from other religions. As I noted at the outset, Deutero-Isaiah’s idol 
texts are frequently offered as parade examples of biblical condemnation 
of other ancient Near Eastern religions. If I am right that what they convey 
is evidence of an internal debate, not an assertion of the superiority of one 
religion over another, we should investigate whether or not the same is true 
for other biblical authors who seem to attack other religions. Have we been 
labouring under an unfortunate misapprehension about the biblical perspec-
tive on other religions? And is it too late—in the big sweep of the history of 
interpretation—to re-evaluate the Bible’s attitude towards other religions as 
an aid to rethinking our own?

 44. Space does not permit me to enter the Deutero-Isaiah particularist/universalist 
fray. In a nutshell, I see universalism as the logical extension of Deutero-Isaiah’s theol-
ogy, but think that he himself had not made that leap.



Chapter 4

the limits of intercession: 
AbrAhAm reAds ezekiel At sodom And gomorrAh

Enter in mourning habits, VIRGILIA, VOLUMNIA, 
leading young MARCIUS, VALERIA, and Attendants

My wife comes foremost; then the honour’d mould
Wherein this trunk was framed, and in her hand
The grandchild to her blood. But, out, affection!
All bond and privilege of nature, break!
Let it be virtuous to be obstinate.
What is that curt’sy worth? Or those dove’s eyes,
Which can make gods forsworn? I melt, and am not
Of stronger earth than others. My mother bows;
As if Olympus to a molehill should 
In supplication nod: and my young boy
Hath an aspect of intercession, which
Great nature cries ‘Deny not.’ Let the Volsces
Plough Rome and harrow Italy: I’ll never
Be such a gosling to obey instinct, but stand
As if a man were author of himself
And knew no other kin.

Shakespeare, Coriolanus V.iii.

Coriolanus’s young son is not the only one to have ‘an aspect of interces-
sion’. The entire montage is calculated to affect: mourning habits, assembled 
generations of a single family, gentle mothers and appealing infants, and a 
dove-eyed woman to lead them by the hand. Coriolanus resolves to resist, 
but not before Shakespeare has immortalized the tropes of classical inter-
cession, highlighting in the process the clash, or otherwise, of the personal 
and political, the emotional and the rational, the familial and the national. 
In this chapter, I want to examine the tropes of intercession in relation to the 
figure of Abraham, first as interpreted in a rabbinic text, and then the Bible. 
The founding patriarch is frequently associated with intercession on behalf 
of his descendants, who appeal in their prayers to his merit.1 Somewhat 

 1. This is especially evident in the selichot liturgy, the preparation for Rosh HaSha-
nah, Yom Kippur and the Ten Days of Repentance. 
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surprisingly, in view of his activity at Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham is 
seldom identified as an intercessor on behalf of the nations. This is the role 
I shall explore here.
 Regardless of its composition history, Genesis 12 to 26 in its final form 
stages the Abrahamic drama against the backdrop of the nations:

And the lord said to Abram, ‘Go forth from your native land and from 
your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a 
great nation, and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and it will 
be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you and curse him that curses 
you; and all the families of the earth will be blessed through you’ (Gen. 
12.1-3).

An apparent paradox lies at the heart of God’s paradigmatic command that 
Abraham should leave his home among the nations of the world in order 
that the nations will be blessed through him. If God wanted Abraham 
to exist in what amounts to a national vacuum, why insist that he bring 
blessings to all the families of the earth? And if God wanted Abraham to 
bring blessing to all the families of the earth, why remove him from their 
midst? Could Abraham and his descendants not benefit the nations and 
families of the earth more effectively by living among them? The answer 
to these questions depends in part on the definition of blessing. Most tra-
ditional commentaries equate blessing here with knowledge of God and, 
in particular, his uniqueness. On this reading, the call to Abraham is hard 
to understand. It is not clear why Abraham and his descendants required 
the comparative isolation of their own land, an objection that applies even 
if the families of the earth are understood as Jews living in the Diaspora. 
In this chapter, I shall complicate the notion of blessing, suggesting that, 
along with its customary associations of teaching and example, blessing 
should be equated with intercession. Once intercession has been added 
to the equation, the need for a land of one’s own begins to make sense. 
Intercession requires a degree of separation between the intercessor and 
the object of intercession, and this was achieved when Abraham inter-
acted with the nations against the backdrop of his own land, whether land 
is understood literally or conceptually. Over time, land was used less as 
a spatial or geographic differentiator, and more as a marker of distinc-
tive identity. Adam Gopnik’s account of his first childhood visit to New 
York City—no doubt so resonant for me because it describes my own 
feelings—expresses perfectly the need for fluidity:

I remember looking out the window of the little maid’s room where we 
had been installed, seeing the lights of the Palisades [New Jersey] across 
the way, and thinking, There! There it is! There’s New York, this wonderful 
city. I’ll go live there some day. Even being in New York, the actual place, 
I found the idea of New York so wonderful that I could only imagine it 
as some other place, greater than any place that would let me sleep in 
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it—a distant constellation of lights I had not yet been allowed to visit. 
I had arrived in Oz only to think, Well, you don’t live in Oz, do you? … 
Ever since, New York has existed for me simultaneously as a map to be 
learned and a place to aspire to—a city of things and a city of signs, the 
place where I actually am and the place I would like to be even when I 
am here.2

 Various explanations can be offered for a biblical interest in interces-
sion on behalf of the nations. On one reading, it could be seen in the 
light of developing monotheism and peaceful co-existence with foreign-
ers under Persian hegemony. The authors of our texts sought mechanisms 
for extending to others the benefits they claimed for themselves. Related 
to this, but less altruistically, they may have been motivated by the need 
to remove from the land what they saw as the polluting effects of all sin, 
whether Israelite or non-Israelite. Quite differently, they may have used 
intercession as part of the process of ‘transforming the foreigner’, accord-
ing to which ‘the enemy will be defeated by being transformed so that it is 
no longer a threat to the Jewish people’.3 This latter explanation seems to 
fit better with the rabbinic texts I shall analyse here than with the biblical 
ones, but I mention it at the outset in case the ensuing analysis sheds light 
on its development.
 In the first part of this chapter, I shall use the first three midrashim 
on Kl-Kl (lekh lekha) in Genesis Rabbah 39.1-3 to define and develop 
the profile of Abraham as intercessor for the nations, and to explore its 
theological implications.4 A distinctive function of midrash as a genre 
of commentary is gap-filling.5 Most is made of textual gap-filling, the 
parade example being the midrashic articulation of Isaac’s thoughts as 
Abraham led him up Mount Moriah. Arguably more important, though, is 

 2. Through the Children’s Gate. A Home in New York (New York: Knopf, 2006), 
p. 5.
 3. D. Smith-Christopher, ‘Between Ezra and Isaiah: Exclusion, Transformation, 
and Inclusion of the “Foreigner” in Post-Exilic Biblical Theology’, in M.G. Brett (ed.), 
Ethnicity and the Bible (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1996), pp. 117-42 (130).
 4. The shift from biblical texts dealing with Israel and the nations to rabbinic texts 
dealing with Jews and non-Jews highlights complex questions about Israelite/Jewish 
identity that fall outside the scope of this chapter. I follow D. Boyarin, J. Lieu and 
others in seeing the post-biblical period in question as a time when boundaries were 
often indistinct and ‘Jewish identity’ was in flux. My analysis in the first part of this 
chapter, and indeed the second, may have implications for this discussion, but I shall 
not stray from my primary area of concern in order to examine them. 
 5. For discussion of the genre, see D. Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of 
Midrash (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990); G. Hartman and S. Budick 
(eds.), Midrash and Literature (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986); B. Holtz, 
‘Midrash’, in B. Holtz (ed.), Back to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts 
(New York: Summit Books, 1984), pp. 177-211; Stern, Parables in Midrash.
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experiential gap-filling—attempts made by authors to fill temporal, theo-
logical, and political gaps between their own lives and their biblical blue-
print. This activity is especially evident in connection with highly charged 
biblical texts that point forward to future generations as they highlight the 
dissonance between the expectations these texts generated and the experi-
ences of their readers. Not surprisingly, particular attention is paid to the 
call of Abraham in Genesis 12, where Abraham, the first monotheist and 
the first Jew from the rabbinic point of view, is promised that he and his 
descendants will be the source of blessings for all the nations/families of 
the earth; those who bless him will be blessed and those who curse him 
will be cursed. God’s promise surely rang hollow in the ears of those who 
saw themselves as heirs to Abraham’s blessing for the harsh reality of life 
under Rome. Jews were ‘cursed’ by Rome, but if Rome was cursed in 
return, the evidence was sorely lacking. On the contrary, far from being 
cursed, directly or indirectly, by the Lord of the Universe, Rome itself 
appeared to be ruling the known world. I see Gen. R. 39.1-3 as a narra-
tive unit that helps explain this dilemma and offer reassurance. My jus-
tification for reading it holistically is threefold: all three midrashim use 
similar imagery to raise and treat a series of closely related concerns; they 
are structurally coherent, beginning and ending with Abraham and the 
Temple, with the third midrash resolving the problem raised by the first 
and the second effecting a transition between the two; and each draws its 
petihta from similar biblical texts. Read not atomistically but as a narra-
tive unit, these texts establish Abraham as a proto-martyr,6 where martyr-
dom represents intercession.7

 In reading martyrdom as intercession, I have in mind especially Steven 
Weitzman’s analysis of these themes in texts dealing with the destruc-
tion of the Temple.8 Weitzman finds a constructive account of the vol-
untary deaths of Jews in an account by the Roman historian Dio Cassius 
(c. 160–230 ce). ‘They met their deaths willingly’, Dio Cassius claims, 

 6. I am grateful to Deborah Green for directing me to her unpublished PhD dis-
sertation on scent, University of Chicago, 2005. For different reasons, and based on 
different texts (in my case Gen. R. and in hers the parallel texts in Song R), we reached 
similar conclusions about Abraham’s martyr-complex. Many thanks to Michael Fish-
bane for his penetrating comments on an earlier draft of the rabbinic material in this 
chapter and, especially, for helping me to see what I should have known all along—that 
my real interest is not martyrdom but intercession.
 7. On martyrdom as intercession (cf. 2 Macc. 6.12-17; 4 Macc. 6.28-29; 17.20-22), 
see J. Lieu, Image and Reality: The Jews in the World of the Christians in the Second 
Century (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1996), pp. 80-81.
 8. See S. Weitzman, Surviving Sacrilege. Cultural Persistence in Jewish Antiquity 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005), especially ‘Playing Dead’, pp. 
138-57, for the view that willingness to die, rather than actual death, is intended.



112 Longing for Egypt and Other Unexpected Biblical Tales 

‘some throwing themselves on the swords of Romans, some slaying one 
another, others taking their own lives, and still others leaping into the 
flames. And it seemed to everybody … [that] it was victory and salvation 
and happiness to them that they perished along with the temple (Roman 
History 66.6.2-3).9 Weitzman equates this account with Jewish texts from 
the Seleucid period that describe the practice, real or more likely rhetori-
cal, of ‘dying for the law’. In 2 Maccabees, the scribe Eleazar along with 
a mother and her seven children die rather than eat pork, and their deaths 
represent ‘the turning point in the Maccabean Revolt, laying the ground-
work for the defeat of Antiochus by helping to soften God’s anger against 
Israel and redirect it against the enemy’.10 In 4 Maccabees (6.26-29), 
as Weitzman sees it, their deaths function in the absence of a working 
Temple like ‘the Yom Kippur sacrifice, the blood of which was used to 
purify the sanctuary and ransom or expiate Israel’s sins’.11 He identifies 
a similar train of thought in Greek versions of Daniel 3, where Daniel’s 
three friends ‘offer their lives in lieu of the offerings they might have 
offered had the Temple been standing. When the only options left were 
betraying the law of Moses or accepting death, the choice of death was 
thought to offer one last chance to enlist God’s help against the enemy’.12 
As flagged above, however, it is not clear that the voluntary deaths 
recorded in these texts ever occurred. Perhaps those concerned merely 
threatened to die, and had no intention of carrying it through. Or perhaps, 
as Daniel Boyarin has it, we are dealing with a ‘a discourse, not just a 
practice but a way of talking about that practice that does its own cultural 
work’.13 In the second part of this chapter, I shall try to demonstrate that 
the idea of Abraham as an intercessor for the nations is already present in 
the Bible. My focus will be the Genesis accounts of Abraham at Sodom 
and Gomorrah (Gen. 18–19) and Gerar (Gen. 20), read as an intertextual 
expansion of Ezekiel 14. I hope to show both that the midrashic reading 
of Abraham is firmly rooted in the Bible, and that approaching the Bible 
through this rabbinic lens is a helpful strategy for getting to grips with 
some extremely complex texts.

 9. T. Rajak, ‘Dying for the Law: The Martyrs’ Portrait in Jewish-Greek Literature’, 
in M. Edwards and S. Swain (eds.), Portraits: Biographical Representation in the 
Greek and Latin Literature of the Roman Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1997), pp. 39-67, cited by Weitzman, Surviving Sacrilege, p. 139.
 10. Weitzman, Surviving Sacrilege, p. 140.
 11. Weitzman, Surviving Sacrilege, p. 140.
 12. Weitzman, Surviving Sacrilege, p. 141.
 13. D. Boyarin, Dying for God: Martyrdom and the Making of Christianity and 
Judaism (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), pp. 94-95, cited by Weitzman, 
Surviving Sacrilege, p. 144. 
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The Burning Fortress

Jews and Christians alike have seen in God’s opening words to Abraham 
evidence of a missionary role of some kind. Abraham conceives the world 
differently from all those who went before him—he recognises that the uni-
verse must be ruled by one God—and is called upon to disseminate this new 
knowledge throughout the world. As traditionally read, Genesis Rabbah 
39.1 reinforces the first step of Abraham’s missionary activity, his recogni-
tion that the world has a single overseer:

And the LOrd said to Abram, ‘Take yourself from your land etc…’. Rabbi 
Isaac14 opened (Ps. 45.11), Listen, daughter, and look, and incline your ear, 
and forget your mother and your father’s house. Rabbi Isaac said, This is like 
someone who travels from place to place, and sees a certain fortress burning. 
He said, Would you say that this fortress has no overseer? Above him, the 
overseer of the fortress peeked out. He said to him, I am he, the overseer of 
the fortress. Thus it was when our father Abraham said, Would you say that 
this world has no overseer? the Holy One Blessed be He peeked out over 
him and said, I am He, the Master of the World. So shall the King desire your 
beauty, for he is your Lord. So shall the King desire your beauty. To beautify 
you in the world. And to bow down to him. Hence, And the LOrd spoke to 
Abram.

This text has a classic midrashic structure, commencing with the opening 
words of the mathil, the biblical verse for comment; moving to the petihta 
(a seemingly unrelated Hebrew Bible text that will be brought to bear 
on the verse for comment); offering a mashal, parable, on the verse for 
comment; interpreting the parable (the nimshal); returning to the petihta; 
and closing, as it opened, with the verse for comment. Deciding how 
much of the mathil or petihta verse or verses must be brought to bear 
involves an exegetical judgment call. It is often the case in midrashim thus 
structured that connection between the petihta and the mathil is found in 
the unquoted continuation of one or the other or both (the rabbis either 
assumed their audience knew the Bible by heart or wanted them to make 
the effort to find out). In the midrash at hand, we need to extend both 
mathil and petihta. The primary connection is self-evident; both Abraham 
and the young woman addressed in Psalm 45 are instructed to leave their 
fathers’ houses.15 Yet we need to read well beyond the opening verse to 

 14. A Fourth Generation Tanna who moved between Babylonia and Israel, c. 200 
ce. 
 15. The feminization of Abraham fits well with the typology of martyrdom. Cf. 
D. Boyarin, Dying for God, p. 111, on the Mekhilta on Exod. 15.2. Significantly, 
perhaps, a verse from the psalm that precedes the petihta, Ps. 44.23 (‘For your sake we 
are killed all day and are counted as sheep brought for slaughter’) features in many 
martyrological accounts.
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understand how the petihta raises and develops the themes of the midrash 
as a whole:

Take heed, lass, and note, incline your ear: forget your people and your 
father’s house, and let the king be aroused by your beauty; since he is your 
Lord, bow to him. O Tyrian lass, the wealthiest people will court your 
favour with gifts, goods of all sorts. The royal princess, her dress embroi-
dered with golden mountings, is led inside to the king; maidens in her train, 
her companions, are presented to you. They are led in with joy and glad-
ness; they enter the palace of the king. Your sons will succeed your ances-
tors; you will appoint them princes throughout the land. I will memorialize 
your name for all generations, so peoples will praise you forever and ever 
(Ps. 45.11-18).

Psalm 45 describes a young woman called to arouse through her beauty 
the love of the king. The sequence of events suggests that separation from 
her people and her father’s house is a necessary precursor of her act of 
intercession, and that the ultimate beneficiaries may be other peoples—
the ones who will praise her for ever and ever. In the psalm itself, the king 
is David; as appropriated by the midrash, the king is God. The princess, 
virgins or young women in tow (they will become important later), enters 
the king’s palace (the Temple, if we have in mind God the King). The 
unit as I think it should be identified closes with a reference to the king’s 
descendants and his name, and the promise that peoples will praise him for 
ever. This resonates with the reference to Abraham’s name in the mathil, 
and also with the petihta in Gen. R. 39.2 (cf. Kwbh) twml( Nk-l(). The 
promise of posterity through descendants will become central in my expli-
cation of the biblical texts.
 The precise identification of rabbinic authors or speakers in midrash is 
triply complicated. First, we may be uncertain about which one of a number 
of rabbis with the same name is intended. Second, we may (and usually do) 
lack reliable biographical information even when the identity of the rabbi is 
certain. Third, even when we can be certain about the identity and have reli-
able biographical information, there is no guarantee that the rabbi in ques-
tion is responsible for the words attributed to him. In this case, Rabbi Isaac 
seems to have been a sage of the second or third century ce who was based 
in Jerusalem but travelled back and forth to Babylon.16 If this is so, it is sig-
nificant that the mashal is attributed to him, even if he did not in fact utter it. 
For this short midrash now has a second mirror for Abraham in addition to 
the beautiful princess: Rabbi Isaac himself. God calls Abraham from Ur of 
the Chaldees (Gen 15.8), which means that both Abraham and Rabbi Isaac 
are familiar with the road between Babylon to Israel. If the intention of the 

 16. H.L. Strack and G. Stemberger. Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash (trans. 
M. Bockmuehl; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), p. 98.
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midrash is in part to identify a model (Abraham), it may also have wished to 
identify an appropriate follower for its own time: Rabbi Isaac.
 Moving to the mashal, we find Abraham’s fourth reflection: the man 
travelling from place to place. Although the Bible uses Mwqm almost exclu-
sively in spatial terms, the identification of Mwqm with the place where God 
will make his name or presence dwell (e.g. Deut. 12.5) leads almost seam-
lessly to its post-biblical, and presumably post-destruction, use as a name 
of God. The man going from place to place could thus be moving from one 
geographic location to another, from one temple to another, from one god 
to another, or from any one of these three to any other. Given the centrality 
of the burning fortress/Temple in this midrash, from ‘place’ as geographic 
location to ‘place’ as Temple is an attractive option.
 At first glance, the mashal seems straightforward enough, but a second 
look reveals a rich and complex text. A building in flames indicates what 
management consultants describe as a high stakes situation. Since the 
burning building is some kind of fortress, a structure usually identified as 
not just impregnable, but a source of protection, the stakes are raised. People 
who encounter burning buildings can be expected to react strongly. They 
might panic and cry for help, or try to discover by calling out whether or not 
someone is inside, they might even run for a ladder or a fire extinguisher. 
They are extremely unlikely to stand by asking rhetorical questions: ‘Would 
you say that a fortress like this has no owner?’ The traveller, then, exhibits 
extreme passivity and detachment in a context in which those qualities are 
neither usual nor desirable. Still more unusually, the traveller’s emotions 
are mirrored by those of the building’s owner. People do not usually remain 
in burning buildings if they can help it. If they come to the window, it is 
usually to attempt an escape or to cry for help. The owner’s response to 
the traveller’s question indicates that he is unthreatened by the fire, and 
here, of course, we begin to make our own move towards the nimshal, the 
interpretation. His calm confidence recalls the burning bush, aflame yet not 
consumed. The parallel is surely intentional; the author of the midrash is 
constructing a prophetic call for Abraham that mirrors the call to Moses, 
perhaps reinforcing the theme of (prophetic) intercession.17

 Yet the mashal does far more than make the twin points that God is invul-
nerable and that Abraham is a prophet like Moses. The allusion to the burning 
bush serves simultaneously as a comparison and a contrast. A fortress is not 
the same as a burning bush. First, it is likely to be occupied by people other 
than the owner. Is the owner acting responsibly towards the other residents? 
On the one hand, his determination to stay in his building is reassuring; he 
does not abandon ship, so to speak. Yet, on the other, his insistence on staying 
in the building may be worth little in view of his failure to act. Could the 

 17. A typical case of rabbinically enhanced typology.
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owner’s calm detachment cause the loss of a home for his tenants, and even 
the loss of their lives?18 Second, the destruction of the fortress may function as 
a microcosm of the universe. The place that represents security and survival, 
the product of humanity’s attempts to protect itself from external danger, has 
itself been destroyed. And here we must recall the Temple, another build-
ing that served as a microcosm of the universe and whose destruction threat-
ened chaos and cosmic disorder. To be sure, God remained inviolable, but the 
implications for his people were potentially catastrophic.19

 The move from human owner of a fortress to the divine occupant of the 
Temple is not precisely mirrored in the midrash’s own nimshal. Accord-
ing to the midrash, the castle represents the world, not the Temple, and its 
owner, God, its sovereign guide. Yet it is not unusual for a nimshal to fall 
short of a full interpretation, or to imply a parallel is not entirely satisfying,20 
and we must examine the nimshal in the light of our own observations. The 
obvious starting point is that the world is burning. This is a dangerous time 
(and here we must recall its origins in Roman Palestine). On the one hand, 
the comparisons to the burning bush and the Temple are in some respects 
reassuring. The world may be burning, but God is not threatened and will 
not abandon it. Yet why does he remain passive and detached? At this point 
we turn to the secondary biblical citation from Psalm 45. As noted above, 
the superficial point of the citation is a comparison between Abraham and 
a young woman urged to arouse the love of a king, but if we assume that 
the midrashic author read Psalm 45 in continuity with Psalm 44, a different 
value emerges. Psalm 44 laments the lowly position of Israel among the 
nations, and concludes (vv. 24–27) with an impassioned plea for God to 
remember them, presumably in order to restore them to their former glory:

Arouse Yourself; why do you sleep, O lord?
Awaken, do not reject us forever!
Why do you hide your face,
Ignoring our affliction and distress? 
We lie prostrate in the dust;
Our body clings to the ground.
Arise and help us,
Redeem us as befits Your faithfulness.

 18. I am grateful to Moshe Lavee for directing me to P. Mandel, ‘The Call of 
Abraham: A Midrash Revisited’, Prooftexts 14 (1994), pp. 267-84. Mandel identifies 
the hryb (fortress) as a residential tenement building of the type found throughout the 
Roman world. These apartment blocks, often five or six stories high, were overcrowded 
and dangerous, and represented a significant fire hazard (pp. 274-75). For another 
description of these buildings, see also M. Goodman, Rome and Jerusalem: The Clash 
of Ancient Civilizations (London: Penguin/Allen Lane, 2007), pp. 42-43, 49.
 19. Midrash characteristically contains barely veiled criticisms of God.
 20. Stern, Parables in Midrash, p. 77.
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The author of the midrash appears to read Psalm 45 as a response to Psalm 
44. God needs someone to arouse him from sleep (Ps. 44.24), and such a 
person emerges in the shape of the Tyrian princess who arouses the king 
in Psalm 45. The midrashic author transforms the princess into Abraham, 
and at the same time applies Psalm 44 to his own historical time. Given the 
verses immediately preceding those quoted above, this reapplication is not 
much of a stretch:

All this has come upon us,
yet we have not forgotten You,
or been false to Your covenant.
Our hearts have not gone astray,
nor have our feet swerved from Your path…
If we forgot the name of our God
and spread forth our hands to a foreign god,
God would surely search it out,
for he knows the secrets of the heart.
It is for Your sake that we are slain all day long,
that we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered (Ps. 44.18-23).

These words could have been written in response to the situation confront-
ing Jews at the time the midrash was constructed, and indeed its imagery—
especially the idea of God’s people as sheep to be slaughtered—may have 
influenced the presentation of later Jewish suffering at the hands of the 
nations. But what does all this imply about the rabbinic author’s under-
standing of Abraham’s call? On the one hand, it suggests that Abraham 
has been called to arouse God’s love, and yet the parallel is not perfect. In 
Psalm 45, an unknown scribe addresses the young woman; in the midrash 
it is God himself. In the psalm, we assume that the woman was singled 
out for qualities she possessed—her lineage and her striking beauty. In 
the midrash, it is simply the traveller’s question that prompts the owner of 
the castle to show himself at the window. There is no indication of special 
concern or bravery on the traveller’s part; on the contrary, as we have seen, 
he does considerably less in the circumstances than we might expect. As 
with the fortress and the burning bush, the parallel may be intended to draw 
attention to differences as well as similarities. What we have here is not 
simply a passive king whose desire needs to be aroused, but two detached 
beings who are almost inexplicably awakened by each other. Returning to 
the historical context in which the midrash emerged, we see that its author 
must have hoped for a second Abraham to awaken God from his detach-
ment and put out the fires of Roman persecution. Perhaps Rabbi Isaac puts 
himself in precisely that role when he likened God, provocatively it must 
be said, to a king whose desire required arousal and the owner of a burning 
fortress who needed to be roused to action. At any rate, the mode of inter-
cession is verbal, and it is connected with the destruction of the Temple and 
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how the world can be ordered in its aftermath. But on whose behalf will 
intercession be made? Now the shift between Temple and world appears 
in a different light. The midrash has raised the possibility that the Temple 
preserved order for all the world and its inhabitants, not just Judah and the 
Jewish people.

The Sealed Vessel

The midrash that follows ‘The Burning Fortress’ is usually interpreted either 
as if unconnected with its predecessor, or as phase two of the Abraham 
as missionary interpretation mentioned above. Abraham recognizes that 
there is one God who is Lord over all, and proceeds to spread the message 
throughout the world:

And the LOrd said to Abram. Rabbi Berachaya21 opened (Song of Songs 1.3), 
Your fine oil is fragrant, your name is spreading22 oil. Rabbi Berachya said, 
What did Abraham our father resemble? A bottle23 of balsam enclosed in a 
tightly sealed vessel,24 resting in a corner so that its perfume cannot disperse. 
When it was moved, its perfume dispersed. Thus said the Holy One Blessed 
Be He to Abraham our father, move yourself from place to place and your 
name will become great in the world.25

The traditional interpretation is jarring in various ways, not least historically. 
While it is impossible to date these midrashim precisely, they were almost 
certainly written under Roman persecution, when the idea of spreading 

 21. Fifth generation Amora living in Israel, c. 350–400 ce.
 22. The meaning of Nm# qrwt is uncertain. qrwt is usually read as a verb (hophal 
impv. 3fs, qyr, ‘to pour out’) functioning adjectivally to modify the noun Nm# (oil): 
‘poured out oil’. Cf. lxx   (oil poured out) which suggests a Hebrew 
Vorlage of a passive verb functioning adjectivally. It is thus traditionally translated 
‘ointment/oil poured forth/poured out’ (nrsv), ‘finest oil’ (nJPs) or ‘spreading perfume’ 
(nAb), though oil is masculine (Nm#) while qrwt (poured out) is 3fs. See F. Brown, 
S.R. Driver and C.A. Briggs, Hebrew and English Lexicon (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1951), ad loc.
 23. In Gen. R. 34.9 tyxwlc occurs in a midrash that identifies the sweet scent of 
Noah’s sacrifice as the scent of Abraham’s burning flesh in the fiery furnace. In this 
obscure midrash, as interpreted by Rashi, the location of a bottle of foliatum buried 
in the ground becomes the site at which a king decides to build his palace. Since in 
midrash, kings are equated with God and their palaces with the Temple, this type of 
bottle seems to have cultic associations.
 24. In the equivalent midrash in Tanhuma (Warsaw) 3.3, the bottle is in a cemetery. 
This may reflect the occurrence of lytp dymc , tightly sealed vessel, in Num. 19.15, 
which concerns uncleanness through contact with the dead.
 25. Fifth generation Tanna living in southern Israel, c. 160–190 ce. This may refer to 
garments torn in mourning, esp. in view of other death-related imagery. See M. Jastrow, 
Dictionary of the Targumim, Talmud Bavli, Talmud Yerushalmi and Midrashic Litera-
ture (New York: Judaica Press, 1971), ad loc.
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God’s message throughout the world was neither practical nor uppermost in 
the minds of their authors. If intercession is, as I have suggested, a central 
theme of ‘The Burning Fortress’, and if these three midrashim form a narra-
tive unit, we should expect to find intercession here too, and that is indeed 
the case.
 ‘The Burning Fortress’ introduced the theme of intercession with its 
petihta, a description of an erotic relationship between a beautiful young 
princess and a human king. The petihta for ‘The Sealed Vessel’ is likewise 
erotic; a woman praises the man she loves. The hook on which the petihta 
hangs is drawn from part of the mathil that the midrash does not cite: ‘I 
will make your name great, and it will be a blessing’. The petihta is a play 
on oil and name, which smoothes the path for the ensuing comparison of 
Abraham with a bottle of oil. And just as the midrash does not cite the words 
of the mathil required to make sense of the petihta, so it does not cite the 
part of the petihta required to unlock the full meaning of the midrash as a 
whole:26

Kwbh) twml( Nk-l( Km# qrwt Nm# Mybw+ Kynm# xyrl

Your ointments yield a sweet fragrance, Your name is like finest [poured out] 
oil; Therefore do maidens love you.

Although a good name can be earned in many different ways, the climax 
of the verse—therefore do maidens love you—establishes that the young 
man’s reputation rests on romantic desirability. It is his capacity to arouse 
desire that is important, which brings us back to the theme of intercession.
 ‘The Sealed Vessel’ evokes intercession somewhat differently than does 
‘The Burning Fortress’. There we encountered verbal intercession; Abraham 
awakened the overseer with words. Here, he does not speak at all (he is a 
bottle of oil—how could he?) and whatever interaction occurs is physical. 
The petihta takes up and intensifies the erotic imagery that pervades all three 
midrashim. Oil in the context of a love relationship suggests preparation for 
sex, where it is used cosmetically to beautify the body through touch and 
scent (e.g. Est. 2.12). But the petihta interacts with the mashal in two ways. 
First, and most obviously, its play on oil and name introduces the mashal, 
in which Abraham is likened to a bottle of oil. Second, its (unquoted) refer-
ence to maidens (virgins) points to the midrashic author’s understanding 
of what the bottle of oil signifies; it is a metaphor for virginity.27 Abraham 
is a virgin and the words ‘therefore maidens/virgins love you’ describes 

 26. Further justification for interpreting the uncited portion of the verse may be 
derived from the parallels between the end of this petihta and the end of the petihta 
from Gen. R. 39.2: Kwbh) twml( Nk-l(,, ‘therefore maidens love you’; cf. Nk-l( 
Kdwhy Mym(, ‘therefore peoples praise you’.
 27. Note the resonance noted above with the extended petihta of Gen. R. 39.1.
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Abraham’s relationship with God. Genesis Rabbah (Vilna) 30.10 provides 
strong support for the equation of sealed bottles and virgins.28 A meditation 
on what it means for Noah to be righteous in his generation includes three 
explanatory parables, the second featuring a tightly sealed vessel, exactly 
as described in Gen. R. 39.2, whose contents smell good in a graveyard 
and even better outside, and a virgin (hltb, not hml() whose reputation 
(name) is poor in a market of prostitutes and worse in decent society. For 
one reason and another, this particular kind of vessel was associated with 
virgins, leading to the juxtaposition of these two images in two apparently 
unrelated midrashim.29 It may be too speculative to appeal to parallels 
between a woman’s torso, or even the cervix and the womb, and the bottle’s 
physical shape,30 but the ‘tightly sealed’ component needs no justification. 
The identification of the vessel as a virgin helps resolve a puzzling feature 
of this midrash. A more intuitive account might have begun with a sealed 
vessel and ended with an open one but, curiously at first glance, the bottle 
is never opened, just moved around. This counter-intuitive image implies 
that Abraham will arouse divine compassion not just through quasi-erotic 
engagement—intercession in its verbal form—but by remaining a virgin, 
that is, refusing to sleep with the enemy, on account of his love for God. 
This reading suggests a definition of ‘virgin’ that differs from the one that 
has become the norm—a woman who has never had sex. It may make more 
sense to think here of a woman who is determinedly faithful to her actual or 
intended husband.31

 The replacement of the verbal intercession of ‘The Burning Fortress’ with 
the physical intercession of ‘The Sealed Vessel’ is expressed both through the 
petihta (which is about oil, not words) and through resonances of cultic ritual 
in the language of the mashal. The first hint comes from the term tyxwlc 
(tightly sealed bottle). As noted above, this could have been chosen for its 
sexual (or non-sexual!) associations, but its ritual associations should not 
be overlooked since they effect the temporary shift in the midrash from the 
physical to the ritual. The Mekhilta uses tyxwlc to describe both the bottle 
in which the manna was stored and, more pertinent here, the bottle that 
contains the purification water.32 The association with purification water 

 28. I am indebted to Simha Goldin, personal communication, for pointing out this 
juxtaposition. For detailed discussion of these themes, see S. Goldin, The Ways of 
Jewish Martyrdom (Lod: Dvir Press, 2002), especially ch. 5 [Heb.].
 29. I say ‘apparently unrelated’ because I am unsure. Abraham and Noah do seem 
to be structurally similar in these midrashim and are often paired; the topic requires 
further attention. 
 30. I thank Deborah Green for cautioning me on this point. 
 31. I thank Simha Goldin for explaining this important distinction.
 32. Mekhilta Beshallach 6 claims that both the manna and the sprinkling water were 
stored in a tyxwlc. 
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is strengthened by the information that the vessel is ‘tightly sealed’, an 
unusual phrase that occurs in Num. 19.14-21 during the course of a discus-
sion about contamination and purification of objects that come into contact 
with dead bodies. As well as introducing the purification motif, the allusion 
to Numbers 19 enables the midrashic author to bring death into his picture. 
As we shall see, the intercession/purity/death dynamic is elaborated in Gen. 
R.39.3, and is stated more explicitly in the equivalent midrash in Tanhuma, 
where the bottle of oil is in a graveyard. Perhaps the author was drawn to 
this set of images because it allows him to characterize Roman Palestine as 
a graveyard (cf. the valley of dry bones, Ezek. 37). This was plausible in the 
historical context, and is suggestive of the author’s perception of the land 
when not under self-rule, that is, it is equivalent to exile or Diaspora. On 
another level, though, the midrash implies that although Abraham will have 
a close encounter with death through willingness to die for the sanctification 
of God’s name, he will not actually die. Just as virginity connoted a state 
of mind rather than a physical state, so martyrdom connoted an attitude—
willingness to die—not the absence of life.
 Understanding the function of ritual in ‘The Sealed Vessel’ requires 
a return to ‘The Burning Fortress’, which alludes to the destruction of 
the Temple and the subsequent impossibility of offering sacrifices. As 
Weitzman sees it, this was a motivation for martyrdom. The priests offer 
themselves as sacrifices—actual or metaphorical—in place of the animal 
sacrifices they can no longer make. Their blood, actual or rhetorical, 
replaces the purification blood of the Yom Kippur sacrifices.33 As Weitz-
man notes, some texts from this period point back to the destruction of 
the first Temple, when the priests were said to have returned the keys to 
God in heaven as the Temple began to burn, and even further back to the 
Tabernacle, when Nadab and Abihu were consumed in fire for offering 
strange fire (Lev. 10.1-3). Weitzman sees this as the possible beginning 
of a process leading to martyrdom, but does not discuss in detail how 
the transformation might have occurred. Two possibilities suggest them-
selves. First, the midrashic authors may have sought to position Abraham 
in a chain of ‘priestly’ figures who died for the Temple, though implicit 
in the parallel with Nadab and Abihu, for example, is the notion that the 
martyrs acted wrongly, or at least took responsibility for improper ritual. 
Second, the midrashic authors may have wished to connect Abraham not 
with people who die for the Temple, but with the High Priest on Yom 
Kippur. Reading between the lines of Leviticus 16, it seems that, rhetori-
cally if not in actuality, each year on Yom Kippur the High Priest faced 
death for the sins of the people.34 This underlying danger explains the 

 33. Surviving Sacrilege, p. 140.
 34. The idea of death faced and avoided by the High Priest underlies the sublime 
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reference to Nadab and Abihu in Lev. 16.1, just before the instructions 
for what the High Priest should do in the Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur. 
This reading is supported by the fire motif that permeates all these texts. 
Nadab and Abihu offer strange fire and, in a typical biblical measure for 
measure, are consumed in fire. The text does not report how the High 
Priest would die on Yom Kippur if this were to occur, but the mention of 
Nadab and Abihu in combination with the emphasis on burnt offerings 
makes death by fire the most likely option. If this is correct, the concept of 
martyrdom manifested in this midrash may represent a perceived return to 
a tradition that was at the very heart of the priestly cult. At Yom Kippur, 
the High Priest was called upon to act as if he was ready to die in the Holy 
of Holies, and the midrashic authors place Abraham in this conceptual 
tradition.35

 Thus far in this analysis I have emphasized associations, derived primar-
ily from Numbers 19, between the sealed vessel and purification ritual. But 
of course Abraham’s bottle does not contain sprinkling water. Nwmyslypwp) 
(apopilsimon) is an unusual term, used interchangeably with the more common 
)msrp) (afarsame) and yrc (tsuri) to describe balsam oil.36 According to 
other rabbinic texts, balsam oil had two distinctive features, both of which 
emerge starkly from a discussion in b. Shabbat about which oils are permis-
sible for Shabbat lights. Two objections are made to balsam. First, its scent 
might spread (Pdwn, cf. Abraham’s scent in Gen. R. 39.2) and be used. It is not 
clear what kind of ‘use’ the rabbis had in mind but, most obviously, scent is 
used to conceal the odour of dead bodies and to arouse erotic desire. Second, 
b. Shabbat objects to balsam on the ground of flammability. Both properties 
I have mentioned feature in the story it reports of a mother-in-law who hates 
her daughter-in-law:

The Sabbath lamp shall not be fed with aromatic balsam. Why so? Rabba 
said: Because it yields a fine fragrance, it was feared lest one use it. Said 
Abayi37 to him: ‘Why does not the master say because it is volatile?’ He 
means both; the balsam is prohibited both because it is volatile, and for fear 
lest it be used. There was a mother-in-law who hated her son’s wife, and told 
her to perfume herself with aromatic oil. When the daughter-in-law had done 
this, she ordered her to go and light the candle. While complying with this 
order, she caught fire and was burned.

Yom Kippur prayer Mareh Cohen, which rhapsodizes mystically over the appear-
ance of the High Priest’s face as he emerges in tact from the Holy of Holies on Yom 
Kippur.
 35. This does not, of course, exclude influences from external sources.
 36. Z. Amar, The Book of Incense (Tel Aviv: Eretz, 2002), pp. 58-71 [Heb.], for the 
view that all three names apply to one plant, Commiphora gileadensis or Commiphora 
opobalsamum.
 37. 278–338 ce.
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The mother-in-law’s initial instruction to her daughter-in-law to anoint 
herself with balsam oil may have been received by the younger woman 
as a constructive suggestion for making herself more attractive to her 
husband. Her second instruction, resulting in the daughter’s horrific death 
by fire, undoes this. It is hard to know how much to read into this story, 
but we may be dealing with a form (not unknown) of sexual jealousy, 
which chimes with a biblical usage lytp dymc (Num.) that is picked up in 
b. Sanhedrin 64a: Baal Peor, where idol worship and the divine jealousy 
it provoked (cf. Exod. 20.3) are presented as the cause of the destruc-
tion of the Temple, a claim supported by graphic accounts of what it 
means to cleave to an idol. Even without the jealousy motif, however, the 
Talmudic story, especially in its original context, engages with the very 
themes that are at the heart of Gen. R. 39.1-3 as I am reading them here, 
namely, balsam’s power to arouse through scent and the risk it carries of 
conflagration.
 With the twin concepts of arousal and conflagration firmly in mind, we 
can turn to sacrifice. When ‘The Sealed Vessel’ speaks of the scent, xyr, of 
the bottle, it is usual to think in terms of something that spreads throughout 
the world. Yet in the Bible and beyond, scent is strongly associated with 
sacrifices and is indeed offered by ‘priestly’ texts as the raison d’être of 
sacrifice—the generation of a scent that God finds pleasing.38 This value of 
sacrificial scent is evident in the description of the sacrifice offered by Noah 
after the flood:

hmd)h-t) dw( llql Ps) )l wbl-l) hwhy rm)yw xxynh xyr-t) hwhy xryw
 yx-lk-t) twkhl dw( Ps)-)lw wyr(nm (r Md)h bl rcy yk Md)h rwb(b

.yty#( r#)k

And the lord smelled the pleasing odor and the lord said to Himself: ‘Never 
again will I curse the earth because of man, since the devisings of man’s mind 
are evil from his youth; nor will I ever again destroy every living thing as I 
have done’ (Gen. 8.21).

And what was the pleasing odour that convinced God that he should never 
again destroy the earth? Shockingly, but not surprisingly in light of the 
foregoing analysis, Gen. R. 34.11 links Gen. 8.21 to Abraham, identify-
ing the sweet savour as the smell of Abraham’s burning flesh when he 
was thrown by Nimrod, together with Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah, 
the three friends of Daniel, into the fiery furnace. This alludes to Gen. 
R. 38.13 on the death of Abraham’s brother, Haran. According to Gen. 
11.28, Haran died Myd#k rw)b…wyb) xrt ynp-l(, before/in front of his 
father in Ur Casdim. Ur Casdim is read by the rabbis as in fiery furnace 
on account of the wordplay with rw) (or), fire. They infer either that his 

 38. See, e.g., Lev. 3.16; Num. 15.3.
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death was untimely (temporally ‘before’ his father), that he died in odd 
circumstances (physically ‘in front’ of his father), or that Terah was in 
some way implicated (‘because’ of his father). The final option, in com-
bination with the biblical reference to Ur, becomes the basis of the fiery 
furnace midrash. In what may be the best known of all midrashim, the 
story of Abraham in Terah’s idol shop, Abraham’s denunciation of idols 
leads Terah to report his son to Nimrod.39 Abraham and Nimrod engage 
in a debate which Abraham appears to be winning when Nimrod orders 
that he should be thrown into the furnace. It is the scent of Abraham’s 
flesh that God smells when Noah makes his sacrifice, persuading Him 
to promise never again to destroy the entire world (Gen. 8.21). It seems 
highly unlikely that Gen. R. 39.2 would use the word xyr, scent, in con-
junction with an image of destruction by fire (the burning fortress) and 
linked to an oil known for its flammability without allusion to the fiery 
furnace, all the more since the furnace appears explicitly in Gen. R. 39.3. 
Did the midrashic authors intend to create a typological link via Abraham 
between themselves as potential martyrs and this intercessory sacrifice 
par excellence which, moreover, did not depend on the existence of the 
Temple?
 According to Gen. R. 39.2, Abraham’s scent would be released when 
the bottle was moved. The term used here for movement, l+l+, connotes 
both disturbance and ‘exile’.40 On the face of it, Abraham was moved from 
Babylon to Israel, but this would hardly count as exile for Palestinian 
rabbis. At a deeper level, Abraham is already leaving Canaan; exile surely 
refers to a move from Israel to a location outside the land. At first glance, 
this seems incompatible with the biblical narrative, but in fact it anticipates 
what is about to be reported. Since Abraham enters the land only to depart 
a few verses later for Egypt, an exile of kinds does begin almost immedi-
ately. In the midrash, then, God gives Abraham license for what in the Bible 
seems to be against his wishes, namely to return to the Diaspora. Genesis 
contains no divine command to go to Egypt, and later texts (Gen. 26.2; 
Jer. 42) caution against going there. On this reading, Abraham’s return to 
the nations does not emerge from misunderstanding, disobedience or lack 
of trust, as the Bible variously implies, but was intended by God from the 
moment he called Abraham.
 ‘The Sealed Vessel’ draws to a close with a return to the nimshal. Just as 
a bottle of oil releases its scent only when moved, so Abraham will make 
God’s name great only when he moves from place to place. I noted above 
that ‘place’ is multivalent and this phrase may be read geographically (from 

 39. The full story is told in Gen. R. 38.13. Nimrod, the grandson of Ham, son of 
Adam, is associated with empires in Gen. 10.8-12.
 40. Jastrow, ad loc.
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place to place), as a reference to the Temple (from temple to Temple), as a 
reference to God (from god to God), or as some combination of these. In 
relation to ‘The Burning Fortress’, I suggested that ‘from place to Temple’ 
was attractive, and fits well the events described in the midrash. Here, 
perhaps, we see an intriguing reversal of this: Abraham moves ‘from 
Temple to God’. The midrash thus suggests that Abraham will sanctify 
or make great God’s name by abandoning the burning Temple and all it 
entails in favour of God. In other words, we dealing in these midrashim 
not with anti-Christian or anti-Roman polemics, but with an anti-Temple 
polemic. On this reading, Abraham would mirror God, who was likewise 
exiled from the Temple. This blurring of identities, common in midrash, 
points to another kind of blurring. In the Bible, it is Abraham’s name that 
will be made great in the world, not God’s. In the midrash it is the reverse. 
This is achieved in part by breaking down the simple equation of name and 
oil in the Song of Songs petihta. Abraham is the oil, but it is God’s name, 
not his, that will be magnified. This magnification of the name through a 
quasi-sacrificial act (the flammable oil and exile—a purification ritual that 
happens outside the Temple) is the structural equivalent of kiddush hashem 
the sanctification of the divine name. This reading is reinforced by the 
unquoted continuation of the )txytp: Kwbh) twml( Nk-l(, ‘therefore 
young women love you’. The words Kwbh) twml( are read in Mekhilta 
on Exod. 15.3 as Kwbh) twm l(, ‘even unto death I love you’, an exegeti-
cal move that occurs in the context of a discussion of the paradigmatic 
martyr, Rabbi Akiba.41 The midrash has thus made the shift from Abraham 
the man who arouses God through verbal intercession to Abraham the 
man who becomes a vehicle of ritual intercession, not as a priest, but as 
the sacrificial object itself, albeit in a form that does not require actual 
death.42

The Little Sister

We turn now to the final midrash in the triptych. Once again, the Song of 
Songs is prominent, not as the petihta, but as a the source of a verse that is 
broken down and reapplied to Abraham:

 41. I am grateful to Simha Goldin for drawing my attention to this text. See 
D. Boyarin, Dying for God, p. 109, for a discussion of its role in ‘the first rabbinic 
discourse on martyrdom’, the Mekhilta on Exod. 15.2. On martyrdom and erotic love, 
see M. Fishbane, The Kiss of God: Spiritual and Mystical Death in Judaism (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 1994), especially pp. 14-20.
 42. One might have expected this role to have been fulfilled by Isaac, who came 
close to reaching the stage where, without actually dying, his burning flesh could have 
aroused divine compassion.
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And the LOrd said to Abram (Gen. 12.1). Rabbi Berachya opened (Song 
of Songs, 8.8), We have a little sister and she has no breasts. We have 
a little sister. This is Abraham, who repaired all future generations. Bar 
Kappara said, [he was] like this in the sense that he mended a tear. Little. 
From a young age he stored up good deeds [commandments] and righteous 
acts. And she had no breasts. He was not suckled, he had no good deeds 
and righteous acts. What shall we do for our sister on the day when she is 
spoken for? [Namely], on the day that Nimrod decreed that he should be 
cast into the fiery furnace. If she is a wall, we will build upon her. If he 
makes words stand firm like a wall, it will be built upon. And if she is a 
door, we will enclose her tightly. If he is poor in good deeds and righteous 
acts, we will enclose her tightly with cedar panels. Just as this engraving43 
is only temporary, so I will protect him only temporarily. He [Abraham] 
said to him, Lord of Worlds, I am a wall, I have made my words stand 
firm. And My breasts are like towers. This signifies Hananiah, Mishael and 
Azariah. In his eyes I was as one who finds favour. He who enters in peace 
[whole] goes out in peace.

 The original Song of Songs verse is difficult in its own terms:

We have a little sister, Whose breasts are not yet formed. What shall we do 
for our little sister When she is spoken for? If she be a wall, We will build on 
it a silver battlement; If she be a door, We will panel it in cedar.’ I am a wall, 
my breasts are like towers. So I became in his eyes as one who finds favour 
(Song of Songs, 8.8-10).

hl Ny) Myd#w hn+q wnl twx)
.hb-rbdy# Mwyb wntx)l h#(n-hm )yh hmwx-M) +

twldgmk yd#w hmwx yn) .zr) xwl hyl( rwcn )yh tld-M)w Pok try+ hyl( hnbn
.Mwl# t)cwmk wyny(b ytyyh z)

The midrash is even less penetrable, but what emanates clearly from both is 
the image of person in the form of a building. Read in this light, the midrash 
brings us back to the burning fortress, destroyed in Gen. R. 39.1 and rebuilt 
in the form of a person in 39.3. It should be noted that, although cedar 
has strong temple building associations, the Song of Songs verse probably 
concerns a fortress or a palace; the shift to Temple is a rabbinic innovation. 
Once again, Abraham is feminine, as he was explicitly in the petihta of the 
first mashal and implicitly in the petihta and mashal (bottle as virgin) of 
the second. The regendering of Abraham has interesting implications for 
the rabbinic view of intercession: since intercession is equated with erotic 
seduction, in a culture where heterosexuality is the norm and God is male, 
the intercessor must be female. Furthermore, if Abraham has in some sense 
replaced the Temple, God’s house (tyb, f.) it is hardly surprising that he is 
conceived in feminine terms.

 43. Paronomasia: the Hebrew rwcn (natsor) ‘reinforce’ sounds like hrwch (hatsorah) 
‘engraving’.
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 The midrash opens with a word play based on the similarity between the 
Hebrew words for sew and sister, but what is Abraham sewing?44 At first 
glance, the midrash seems to read sewing positively—Abraham will unite 
or unify (sew) all the people of the world, or perhaps all future generations. 
But this entirely positive impression is qualified by the subsequent refer-
ence to a tear. At the very least, this suggests that Abraham was repairing, 
not sewing, something that had been damaged or torn apart but belonged 
together. In view of all references to death already noted here, this may be a 
reference to the custom of tearing a garment in mourning, as some transla-
tions and commentaries assume. The mourning imagery is articulated more 
forcefully in Midrash Tanhuma which, though it could be supplying an 
element that was absent in Gen. R. 39.2, is plausibly making explicit what 
was implicit in the earlier version. The next unit for analysis concerns the 
size and/or age of the sister. Here for the first time in these midrashim, the 
concept of law is introduced—we learn that Abraham was not raised with 
commandments and good deeds. This is reinforced by an ingenious transfor-
mation of the petihta words, ‘she had no breasts’. It was not that Abraham 
had no breasts (this notion may have pushed the rabbis a step too far ), but 
he had no breasts to nurture him—his mother did not suckle him with com-
mandments and good deeds. At one level, the midrash tackles a major rab-
binic preoccupation—Abraham’s relationship to the Sinai laws. Yet the use 
of the word lgs, treasure (store) indicates another concern: Abraham had 
no store of good deeds to fall back on when things went wrong. The situa-
tion envisaged here is precarious enough, but the stakes are raised consider-
ably once Abraham is perceived in relation to the destroyed Temple. When 
Abraham encounters God, as the midrash has it, he has neither Temple to 
rely on nor Torah and good deeds. Who or what will intercede for him when 
he encounters enemies and requires divine support?
 The day that Abraham requires intercession comes quickly in the 
midrashic scheme of things. The day when the little sister is spoken 
for (presumably claimed as a wife) is the day that Nimrod decrees that 
Abraham should be thrown into the fiery furnace. As the midrash unfolds, 
the role of protector is played by Abraham’s ‘brothers’, who reinforce his 
words and strengthen him (presumably through their own merit). Struc-
turally speaking, the brothers must be Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah, 
who enter the fiery furnace with Abraham and, like him, come out alive. 
As many commentaries suggest, the midrash may allude here to the ten 
martyrs sentenced to death (in sanctification of the divine name) follow-
ing the Bar Kokhba revolt (132 ce).45 This helps explain why the three 
men are called by their Hebrew names, rather than Shadrach, Meshach, 

 44. Paronomasia: hxy) ‘sew’ is reminiscent of twx) ‘sister’.
 45. E.g.,Theodor Albeck, Bereishit Rabbah, ad loc.
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and Abed-nego, the names used at this point in Daniel;46 Daniel’s Hanan-
iah recalls the Bar Kokhba martyr, Haninah ben Teradyon. Yet it seems 
clear that even if the midrashic author wished to allude to the Ten Martyrs, 
he hoped that willingness to die would obviate the need for actual death. 
Not only did the characters from his source story (Dan. 3) survive, but 
the midrash closes with an ambiguous but ultimately reassuring use of 
the petihta. A wordplay on )cm and )cy suggested by ‘In his eyes I was 
as one who finds favour’ leads to the transformation of ‘He who enters 
in peace goes out in peace’ into ‘He who enters whole [an allusion to 
Myml# xbz] goes out whole’.
 Given that the fourth person in the fiery furnace is described as having 
the appearance of a Nyhl)-rb, son of God (Dan. 3.6), and in view of the 
body/temple dynamic I have highlighted here, it is hard to avoid the thought 
of some kind of Jewish/ Christian engagement here. Yet the interaction does 
not appear to me to have the character of anti-Christian polemic, but rather 
parallel treatments of a common interest. This may be borne out by some 
quite extraordinary thematic overlaps between Gen. R. 39.1-3 and Ezekiel 
36. Ezekiel 36 describes the Edomite possession of exilic Judah, but (espe-
cially in view of the Edom/Rome typology, which would have been sug-
gestive to the rabbinic imagination) it could as easily be describing Roman 
Palestine as portrayed in many rabbinic texts. Ezekiel accuses the nations 
of taunting Israel (36.3, 6, 15) and promises that they will be disgraced as a 
consequence (36.7). The land will be reinhabited (36.10-12) and the time of 
mourning will end (36.12-15). Restoration will occur not for Israel’s sake, 
but for the sake of God’s holy name (36.21). Israel will be taken back from 
among the nations and purified with sprinkling water (36.25), after which 
God will replace its heart of stone with a heart of flesh (36.26), enabling 
Israel to keep all the laws. Jerusalem (not the Temple, which is not men-
tioned here) will then be rebuilt (36.33-36) and filled with people like sac-
rificial sheep (36.37-38). While I can see no specific textual evidence that 
the midrashic authors had in mind Ezekiel 36 when they wrote and redacted 
Gen. R. 39.1-3, the thematic coincidences between the two texts suggest that 
the midrashim can be placed firmly in an established line of thinking that 
emerged from the Bible. This is hardly surprising; the concept of prayer and 
intercession as alternatives to Temple ritual is hardly a rabbinic invention. 
What may be rabbinic is the notion that martyrdom (willingness to die) is a 
form of intercession, though even this has possible biblical roots in (broadly 
speaking) priestly texts such as Leviticus 16 and Ezekiel 24.15-33.
 I have raised many questions that merit fuller consideration than I can 
offer; Genesis Rabbah’s opening treatment of the call of Abraham turned 

 46. This may be an anti-Babylonian polemic on the part of the Palestinian author of 
the midrash.
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out to be far more complex, and infinitely more fascinating, than I antici-
pated. Yet I hope I have paid enough exegetical attention to Gen. R. 39.1-3 
to show that the traditional reading of Abraham as founder of monotheism 
and purveyor of good news to the nations does not come close to doing 
these texts justice. What we have, I think, is not a universalist message, 
but an intensely particularist exploration of how, in the aftermath of the 
destruction of the Temple, God’s compassion might be redirected towards 
Israel to end a sustained period of hostile and debilitating national perse-
cution. Yet there is an important respect in which the message at the heart 
of these three midrashim may be understood universally. As I observed 
at the outset, midrashic authors are driven in part by a desire to recon-
cile biblical promises with their present circumstances. On the face of it, 
God’s promise to Abraham that those who blessed him would be blessed 
and those who curse him (and his descendants) would be cursed was flatly 
contradicted by the experience of Jews in Roman Palestine. By reinter-
preting the call of Abraham as a call for an intercessor for the nations, 
the author of Gen. R. 39.1-3 could hasten the end of Roman persecution 
(cursing) of Jews and herald the onset of blessing in whatever form that 
might take.

Abraham at Sodom and Gomorrah

I turn now to the biblical representation par excellence of Abraham as 
intercessor, Genesis 18–20.47 As traditionally read, Abraham functions in 
the Mosaic model of the classical prophet, arguing with God over Israel’s 
fate. My aim is to present an alternative reading of these texts, accord-
ing to which the dynamics they establish are precisely those I have out-
lined in relation to the three midrashim above. Read intertextually with 
Ezekiel 14, Genesis 18–20 presents Abraham as a new model intercessor 
for the nations, more priestly than classically prophetic. Genesis 18–20 
are rich and redactionally complex texts; they work on many different 
levels and address numerous theological questions. Ezekiel 14 is close 
to pure theology, and has quasi-legal status;48 Genesis 18–20 explores its 
implications through narrative and, crucially, amends it.49 The priestly/

 47. For reasons I discuss in detail in Revisions of the Night, pp. 35-62, and outline 
below, Gen. 20 belongs in the unit with Gen. 18 and 19.
 48. P.M. Joyce, Divine Initiative and Human Response in Ezekiel (JSOTSup, 51; 
Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1989), p. 72, aptly describes this passage as 
‘priestly case law’.
 49. Gen. 18 is often seen as a ‘midrash’ on Gen. 19. See, e.g., J. Blenkinsopp, 
‘Abraham and the Righteous of Sodom’, JJS 33 (1982), pp. 119-32 (121-22). I see 
textual and theological indications that both Gen. 18 and 19 in their final form respond 
to Ezek. 14.
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prophetic dimension of Abraham’s character may have been developed 
in response to a theological conundrum that arose in a particular histori-
cal setting. Once God was understood as the God of all the earth and its 
inhabitants, and once Israelites were envisaged as co-existing peacefully 
alongside non-Israelites, whether in the Diaspora or in the land, the fol-
lowing question demanded an answer: How can non-Israelites (in contrast 
to Israelites) atone for their sins, and how can the land in which they live, 
whether Diaspora or Israel, be cleansed from the polluting effects of sin? 
In this chapter I shall formulate responses to these questions by reading 
Genesis 18–20, involving non-Israelite regions whose inhabitants have 
sinned and are punished via natural disaster, in the light of Ezekiel 14, 
involving a foreign land whose inhabitants have sinned and are punished 
by four disasters (sword, famine, beasts and disease),50 and Genesis 18 
(Isaac’s birth announcement) and 20, involving a foreign king in the land 
of Canaan whose line is threatened. Needless to say, other biblical texts 
answer these questions differently, especially those that presuppose the 
cult.51 There are, in addition, texts that address issues that are similar yet 
different in important ways. Jonah, for example, is a prophet who inter-
cedes for a non-Israelite people, but the land is distant and remote, and pro-
phetic intervention leads to repentance, which is not an option in Genesis 
18–20. The location of the land in Ezekiel is not specified, and although 
the particular inhabitants mentioned are non-Israelite, and although Isra-
elites are mentioned only in relation to what I read as a contrasting case, 
namely Jerusalem,52 the national status of the land is not explicitly stated. 
This ambiguity is in keeping with Genesis 18–20, where the locations and 
people in question are clearly non-Israelite—Sodom and Gomorrah are in 
the region chosen by Lot, not Abraham (Gen. 13.10-13), and Abimelech 
self-identifies as a nation (20.4). Yet perhaps not surprisingly in view of 
their context in the patriarchal narratives, where a national identification 
would be anachronistic, neither Gerar nor Sodom and Gomorrah is explic-
itly identified as non-Israelite.
 There remains one important preliminary question: Is the sin of non-
Israelites an issue that these texts would plausibly address? The case 
for the prophetic text is strong; on almost any plausible dating, Ezekiel 

 50. Few commentators note the land’s foreignness and its implications, but see 
M. Greenberg, Ezekiel 1–20 (Anchor Bible; New York: Doubleday, 1983), p. 256: 
‘…the only passage in scripture in which trespass…is predicated of a non-Israelite 
subject’ [my italics].
 51. J. Milgrom, Numbers: JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publica-
tion Society, 1990), on Num. 15.29: ‘The ger…is equally liable as the citizen to bring 
the sacrifice. The implicit reason is the Holy Land will become polluted by sins com-
mitted upon it, be they ritual or ethical, whether by the citizen or the stranger.’
 52. I defend this reading below.
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either anticipates or describes a return to the land under Persian hege-
mony. The case for reading Genesis with these concerns in mind is 
inevitably weaker—the dating of Genesis is so much less certain. I see 
Genesis in its final form as a late exilic or early postexilic production that 
explores the possibility of peaceful co-existence with foreigners under 
projected Persian rule. Yet even if Genesis predominantly anti-Persian, 
and thus more narrowly nationalist than I allow,53 a mechanism for dealing 
with non-Israelite sin within and outside the land was almost certainly 
required. Indeed we see this concern emerging in texts identified with this 
period. Given the speculative nature of the enterprise of dating of biblical 
texts, and since my view is hardly a minority position, I shall proceed on 
the assumption that Genesis 18–20 were at the very least redacted after 
Ezekiel 14 and develop its theology.
 It is not difficult to justify reading passages of Ezekiel in relation to 
Genesis 18 and 19. Ezekiel is one of the few prophets to mention Abraham 
(33.23), and scholars comment frequently on links between Genesis 18 
and Ezekiel 18, in which transgenerational punishment is precluded. Con-
nections between Ezekiel 14.12-23 and Genesis 18 and 19 have also been 
made, albeit less often and in fairly general terms.54 Nevertheless, I want to 
make my case clear, and thus set out below in table form the explicit verbal 
and thematic links I see between these texts. The precise nature of their rela-
tionship cannot be established with certainty. On one reading, Ezekiel may 
elaborate and explain Genesis from a shared theological perspective. This, 
however, seems unlikely. As I shall show, Ezekiel represents a restriction 
of the theology implicit in Genesis 18–20. Had Ezekiel been written with 
Genesis in mind, it would be more accurately be characterized as an oppos-
ing point of view. On another reading, then, Ezekiel may polemicize against 
Genesis; it is hard to rule this out. Alternatively, Genesis may elaborate and 
explain Ezekiel from a shared perspective, and this is my preferred under-
standing of the relationship between these texts. In other words, Genesis 
corrects Ezekiel sympathetically. I assume, then, that Genesis 18–19 in its 
final form is later than Ezekiel, and that Genesis is working through theo-
logical issues raised by Ezekiel. Some redactional difficulties in Genesis 
may thus be explained by the desire to forge a connection with Ezekiel, and 
even the particular placement of Genesis 18–19—in some respects a bizarre 
interruption of the narrative flow—is affected by Ezekiel.
 My first table deals with vocabulary and concepts that are shared by the 
two texts:

 53. See, e.g., M.G. Brett, Genesis: Procreation and the Politics of Identity (London: 
Routledge, 2000) .
 54. Several commentators discuss Ezek. 14 in relation to Gen. 18–19; see, e.g., 
Greenberg, Ezekiel 1–20, p. 258, and Joyce, Divine Initiative, pp. 72-73.
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Ezekiel 14 Genesis 18–19
Non-Israelite land (v. 13), though Israel-
ite equivalent is a city (v. 21).

Non-Israelite cities (18.20) and God 
called Judge of all the earth.

Inhabitants sin, yl-)+xt yk Cr) (v. 13). Inhabitants sin, d)m hdbk yk Mt)+xw 
(18.20).

Punishment speculated, e.g., wl (v. 15). Speculation over punishment (18.21)

Three men, My#n)h t#l# (v. 14). Three men/angels, My#n) h#l# (18.22; 
cf. v. 2 in 19.1 two messengers/angels,
yk)lmh yn#).

In it (the city), hkwtb (v. 14). In the city ry(h Kwtb, (18.26)
Righteousness hqdc (vv. 14, 20). Righteous qydc (23, 24, 25, 26, 28).
Sons and daughters (vv. 16, 18, 20, 22). Sons-in-law, sons and daughters (19.12, 

14 [×2], 15—the two married daughters 
stay with their men, 19.14).

Survivors, h+lp hb-hrtwn (v. 22) +lmh, flee (vv 19.19, 20, 22), but do 
not in the end survive.

Almost all exegetes see individual versus collective responsibility (cf. 
Ezek. 18),55 and vicarious punishment,56 as the key theological themes of 
these texts. I prefer to highlight the interplay of divine justice and human 
intercession in relation to Israelites versus non-Israelites. One possible 
explanation of why this contrast is so often overlooked is grammatical. 
The subject shift from the generic land to Jerusalem in v. 21 is awkward, 
though I see yk P) as marking an emphatic turning point.57 Another expla-
nation is theological. For different reasons, differentiating responses in 
the Hebrew Bible to Israelite and non-Israelite sin have been of little inter-
est to exegetes of any faith background, though they are a preoccupation 
of Jewish texts such as b Avodah Zarah 4a, b (which, fascinatingly, draws 
proof texts from precisely the range of texts that interest me here: Ezekiel 
and Genesis 18–19) and Christian texts such as Romans 4. I am grateful 
to Bruce Rosenstock for drawing my attention to Paul’s discussion of this 
matter.58 

 55. Joyce, Divine Initiative, p. 72.
 56. See N. MacDonald ‘Listening to Abraham—Listening to YHWH: Justice and 
Mercy in Genesis 18.16-33’, CBQ 66 (2004), pp. 25-43 (27), discussing Brueggemann 
et al. and the ‘eastern bazaar’.
 57. I thus combine Joyce, Divine Initiative, p. 73, who reads ‘how much more so’, 
and W. Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1 (Hermeneia: a Critical and Historical Commentary on the 
Bible; Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1979), p. 311, who reads it as emphatic.
 58. Following a presentation of a short version of this paper (ISBL, Edinburgh 
2006), Bruce Rosenstock suggested to me that Rom. 3 carries over a hermeneutic 
framework from Gen. 18, examining the nature of God as judge of the world (judge 
of the cosmos in Paul), and asking if Jews have any advantage over gentiles. Rom. 4 
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 A second table reveals the extent to which intercession for non-Israel-
ites is a shared thematic concern of these two texts. I follow Greenberg 
in emphasizing the ‘extra-Israelite’ identity of all three men mentioned by 
Ezekiel. Job is not obviously Israelite, Noah is pre-Israelite, and Daniel (of 
Ugaritic myth, not the biblical book) is almost certainly non-Israelite.59 If 
Lot’s national/ethnic status is at first unclear, he emerges from Genesis 19 
as the father of the Moabites and Ammonites, two significant enemies of 
Israel. For the Genesis authors, Lot too was surely a non-Israelite, albeit one 
with a complex identity (not unlike the matriarchs, in some respects).

Ezekiel 14 Genesis 18–19

Three save only themselves (vv.14, 19, 20). Two save the members of Lot’s family 
(19.12, 13) who do not exclude them-
selves (sons-in-law/wives, v. 14, and 
wife, v. 26).

Righteousness saves (vv. 14, 20) Righteousness could save (vv. 23, etc.)
Family members not saved (vv. 16, 18, 20) Family members saved initially, appar-

ently for Abraham’s sake (19.29), but 
those who do not exclude themselves 
are excluded via their offspring (Deut. 
23.4), including Lot.

Ezekiel makes it crystal clear that non-Israelites can save only themselves, 
and that this is achieved through their own righteousness. Genesis is much 
more complex; it is not easy to know in the end what its authors had in 
mind. Were Lot’s family saved from destruction by the angels, or perhaps 
by Abraham? Were some saved and others not? Or, as seems to me most 
likely, did the entire family exclude themselves one by one through their 
failure to match intercession with righteousness? On this reading, Lot and 
his daughters were the last to rule themselves out, excluded on account of 
their incestuous relations. As far as Israelites are concerned, Ezekiel is less 
clear. Ezekiel 14.21 indicates that some descendants will be saved from 
destruction in the city, though not for their righteousness:

Assuredly, thus said the lord God: How much less should [should any 
escape] now that I have let loose against Jerusalem all four of my terrible 
punishments—the sword, famine, wild beasts and pestilence—to cut off 
man and beast from it.

evokes Gen 15–18 in order to argue that Abraham provides a model for both Jews and 
gentiles to find justification before God. Of course, he is not an intercessor, that func-
tion was taken over by Christ, as the last verse of the chapter states. Paul in ch. 11 will 
take up the further question of whether a remnant of the Jews will remain despite their 
failure to find justification through faith.
 59. Greenberg, Ezekiel 1–20, p. 257.
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A third table reveals another shared concern: survival and continuity after 
divine punishment. Once again, Ezekiel is unambiguous. The three righ-
teous individuals will survive, but no one else will survive on their merit, 
not even their children. Once again, Genesis is ambiguous. Lot’s children 
do survive, at least in the first instance, and he even has children/grand-
children (at one fell swoop). Yet, as noted above, the children are gradually 
eliminated from the picture, and although Lot’s descendants do survive as 
nations in their own right, they are permanently excluded from joining 
the congregation of Israel, an indication that, in the context of the Bible at 
least, their survival was only skin-deep.

Ezekiel 14 Genesis 18–19

Three men will survive The angels survive, and Lot survives 
in a designated city, Zoar (19.22).

Next generation excluded (vv. 16, 18, 20) Offspring of Lot’s saved daughters 
are permanently excluded from Israel 
(Deut. 23.4)

Survivors in Jerusalem (v. 22) including 
sons and daughters

Gen. 18–19 is embedded in a narrative 
in which the next generation looks 
precarious (Sarah is childless in 18 
then taken by Abimelech in 20), but 
survives

In a nutshell, the Ezekiel gap that Genesis fills is the lack of an intercessor 
for non-Israelites. The problem this addresses concerns how sin may be 
removed from the nations, a crucial matter when Israelites and non-Isra-
elites are envisaged as living alongside each other, whether in the land or 
in the Diaspora. The following tables summarizes the differences between 
Ezekiel and Genesis 18–19 as outlined above.

Removing sin from the nations: Ezek. 14 versus Gen. 18–19

Ezekiel 14 Gen. 18–19

Punishment via natural disasters Yes Yes
Righteous preserved Yes Yes
People saved on merit of others No Yes
Future generations included No Yes
Vicarious punishment No No
Prophetic intercessor Yes No
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Removing sin: Israel versus the nations in Ezekiel 14 and Genesis 18–19 
read intertextually

Ezekiel 14 Gen. 18–19

Punishment via natural disaster Yes Yes
Survivors (not merit-based) Yes No
Righteous individuals preserved No Yes
Future generations preserved Yes Yes
Prophetic intercessor Yes Yes
Vicarious punishment No No

What emerges clearly from these tables is that the situation for non-Isra-
elites is better in Ezekiel and Genesis read intertextually than in Ezekiel 
alone. In Ezekiel alone, non-righteous non-Israelites cannot be saved on 
the merits of others, and, in particular, righteous non-Israelites cannot pre-
serve their descendants. The explanation for this improvement lies in the 
presence of the intercessor for non-Israelites, for which no provision is 
made in Ezekiel 14, but which Genesis 18 and 19 supplies in the figure 
of Abraham. The dynamic is transformed by Abraham’s role, and he is 
established here as a prototype for prophetic intercession on behalf of the 
nations.
 In his transformative discussion of prophetic intercession, Yochanan 
Muffs offers four basic mechanisms for averting or limiting divine punish-
ment: punishment is exacted little by little (Num. 14.19); punishment is 
transferred (2 Sam. 12.14); God limits his own anger (Ps. 78.38; Hos. 11.9); 
and divine love trumps divine anger (only post-biblical examples given).60 
In narrative terms, Exodus 32–33 (Golden Calf) serves as a manual for 
prophetic intercession. Moses tells God: calm down (32.11); they are Your 
people (32.11); You brought them out of Egypt (32.11); think what the Egyp-
tians will say (32.12); remember the patriarchs (32.13); keep Your promises 
(32.13); let the Levites kill 3000 people (32.27); kill me instead (32.32). A 
crucial parallel between Moses and Abraham is that both address themselves 
exclusively to God. Whether because it was too late in the game or because 
they considered it to be a waste of breath, neither attempts to change human 
behaviour, nor do they even hint to God that people might behave better in 
future. But this parallel is outweighed by a crucial difference. Moses utters 
not a word about divine justice, but Abraham makes divine justice the very 
basis of his intercession: How can a just God punish righteous people (Gen. 
18.25, 20.4)? The difference may proceed from the universalist perspective 

 60. Love and Joy, pp. 9-48.
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of our texts versus the highly particularist Calf narrative.61 The comparison 
with Moses highlights another important feature of Abraham’s intercession, 
namely that it owes as much to the ‘priestly’ model as to the prophetic. This 
may explain the use of Mrwb(b Mwqmh-lkl yt)#nw, ‘I will forgive (liter-
ally, raise [the sin of]) the whole place for their sake’ (Gen. 19.26). The 
verb )#n is typical of priestly texts, especially Ezekiel, with the difference 
already noted that the nations, unlike Israel, must be righteous. The require-
ment for righteousness is underlined when God saves Lot and his daughters 
because of Abraham (Gen. 19.29), but they effectively exclude themselves 
through unrighteous acts (drunkenness and incest, 19.30-38).62

 Abraham’s intercession on behalf of the nations is consistent with God’s 
promise in 12.1 that Abraham will bless (or cause to bless themselves) those 
who bless him and curse (or cause to curse themselves) those who curse 
him, which is alluded to in Gen. 18.18: ‘And Abraham will become a great 
and populous nation and all the nations of the earth will bless themselves 
through him’. Intercession, especially of a priestly nature, is suggested by 
18.22, hwhy ynpl dm( wndw( Mhrb)w, ‘And Abraham continued to stand 
before the lord’,63 and is further emphasized by the placement of Gen. 
18–19 between one narrative featuring a tent (Gen. 18.1, 2, 6, 9, 10, cf. 
perhaps the Tent of Meeting)64 and another about intercession. Genesis 20.7 
explicitly identifies Abraham as a prophet, and the text proceeds to define a 
prophet as one who intercedes: Abraham intercedes for Abimelech, a foreign 
king, following his failed intercession on behalf of Sodom and Gomorrah, 
foreign cities. All three narratives deal with the continuation of families 
and lines:65 This is highlighted by God’s reference to descendants in his 
initial justification for telling Abraham his plans for Sodom and Gomorrah: 
‘For I have known him so that he can command his sons and his [dynastic] 
house after him…’ (18.19). By contrast, Sodom and Gomorrah are wiped 
out. Even Lot is excluded on several counts from being a long-term survivor 
and, as noted above, his Moabite and Ammonite descendants are excluded 
permanently from the congregation of Israel (Deut. 23.4).

 61. Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, p. 315, makes the same contrast, but from a perspective I 
clearly do not share: ‘By this [universal] emphasis, Ezekiel stands in clear opposition 
to the selfish assurances of Israel which sought to rely on the efficacy of its great men 
of piety’.
 62. Space does not permit discussion of Noah, the righteous survivor we last see 
drunk and sexually compromised, but that is required.
 63. MacDonald, ‘Listening to Abraham’, p. 27.
 64. B. Doyle, ‘ “Knock, Knock, Knockin’ on Sodom’s Door” ’: The Function of 
tld/xtp in Genesis 18–19’, JSOT 28 (2004), pp. 431-48.
 65. Greenberg, Ezekiel, p. 258, cites S. Spiegel on the links between the choice 
of Noah, Job and Daniel in Ezek. 14 and their respective roles in saving their own 
offspring.
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 Descendants are central in Genesis 20, which bridges the announcement 
that Sarah’s barrenness will end and the confirmation of her pregnancy. Her 
short stay with Abimelech could have resulted in pregnancy, jeopardising 
Abraham’s line, but the first few verses of Genesis 21 confirm in seven dif-
ferent ways that Abraham is Isaac’s father. Abimelech’s line is correspond-
ingly threatened. God punishes Abimelech by closing up all the wombs in 
his house (palace and dynastic house), and they are opened through inter-
cession: ‘Abraham then prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech and 
his wife and his slave girls, so that they gave birth’ (20.17). This time, the 
intercession is matched by Abimelech’s own righteousness, demonstrated 
through his own claim (ignorance is a defence), and validated by God: 
grht qydc- Mg ywgh ynd) rm)yw hyl) brq )l Klmyb)w (20.4). The nJPs 
translation ‘Now Abimelech had not approached her. He said, Will you 
slay people even though innocent?’, obscures both the link to Sodom and 
Gomorrah and the national component. But both are strongly present: ‘He 
said, “O lord, will you slay a righteous nation?” ’ Abimelech thus corrects 
Sodom and Gomorrah; Israelite intercession combined with non-Israelite 
righteousness secures non-Israelite continuity. Genesis 20 reinforces the 
contrast I have outlined above regarding expected standards of righteous-
ness for non-Israelites versus Israelites. Non-Israelites must be righteous, 
even in the presence of an intercessor, which is why there are no survivors 
at Sodom and Gomorrah while Abimelech and his household (and future 
descendants) survive divine anger. Israelites need not be righteous, which 
is why Abraham survives at Gerar, despite lying about the identity of his 
wife, and despite his admission that their marriage is incestuous (20.12).66 
In this respect, Abraham contrasts with Lot as well as with Abimelech. The 
descendants of Lot’s incestuous relationship with his daughters are barred 
permanently from the congregation of Israel, while the descendants of 
Abraham’s incestuous relationship with Sarah (they had the same father 
though different mothers, a form of incest worse than Lot’s for being explic-
itly prohibited, Lev. 18.9) are the vehicles through which God’s blessing is 
transmitted. And what explains the opposing narrative judgments on these 
two men and their descendants? Lot, a non-Israelite, must be righteous in 
order to secure (with the help of an intercessor) continuity through survi-
vors. Since he was not righteous (incest), his descendants are excluded. 
Abraham, an Israelite, does not depend on righteousness when it comes 
to survival, which means that his descendants can survive and even thrive 
despite his incestuous liaison with Sarah. The authors’ interests in develop-
ing a system of theodicy that incorporates Israelites and non-Israelites may 

 66. For the case that Abraham is not lying and that Sarah is, in fact, his half-sister, 
see G.W. Hepner, ‘Abraham’s Incestuous Marriage with Sarah a Violation of the Holi-
ness Code’, VT 53 (2003), pp. 143-55.
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thus explain apparent anomalies such as Abraham’s claim that Sarah is in 
reality his sister.
 Prophetic intercession for Israelites secures a numerically significant 
group of survivors who guarantee continuity: ‘But while a tenth part yet 
remains in it, it shall turn back. It shall be ravaged like the terebinth and 
the oak, of which stumps are left even when they are felled. Its stump shall 
be a holy seed’ (Isa. 6.13).67 Israelite survivors are not typically selected 
for their righteousness. There are no numerically significant, long-term 
survivors in Sodom and Gomorrah, as is emphasized when Abraham stops 
at ten (Gen. 18.32). Lot and his daughters do not count; their descendants 
are excluded from the congregation of Israel, even to the tenth genera-
tion, for failing to be hospitable in the wilderness and because they cursed 
Israel (Deut. 23.4-5). And besides, Lot is not righteous;68 the Deutero-
nomic ruling casts a shadow over Lot’s hospitality, as does the measure 
for measure dimension of his daughters’ sexual exploitation (Gen. 19.8 
cf., 19.31,32). Finally Genesis 18 logically excludes significant survivors; 
had ten survived, they would have saved the whole city, and thus would 
not have constituted numerically significant survivors, but a mechanism 
for saving the whole.

The preceding discussion raises an important question: how can the righ-
teousness of non-Israelites be quantified and measured? I need hardly say 
that this is a huge and complex subject that demands a great deal more space 
than I can devote here. It seems clear that, according to Ezekiel at least, 
non-Israelites are not expected to keep Israelite law, and where we find nar-
rative evidence of their so doing, it serves mainly to discredit Israelites for 
their failure to keep the same laws. Evidence for this reading may be found 
in Ezekiel 33, where an explicitly Israelite audience (vv. 2, 7, 10, 11, 12) 
is told that righteousness cannot save them, neither their own, nor the righ-
teousness of others (33.12-13). For Israelites, sin is the cause of death and 
repentance the only remedy (vv. 14-15), and not even the merit of Abraham 
can save them (v. 24). And how are righteousness and sin defined according 
to Ezekiel? Apparently with reference to a guide that sounds suspiciously 
like the Holiness Code (Lev. 18-26): ‘If the wicked man restores a pledge, 
makes good what he has taken by robbery, follows the laws of life, and 

 67. In an earlier draft of this chapter, I had used the term ‘remnant’ in place of 
‘numerically significant survivors’. I am grateful to Sara Japhet for pointing out to me 
(personal communication, August 2006) that remnant is not the appropriate term here. 
Even though I can see that she is correct, I cannot find another that conveys precisely 
the meaning I seek.
 68. T.M. Bolin, by contrast, equates Lot with Abraham in terms of hospitality, ‘The 
Role of Exchange in Ancient Mediterranean Religion and its Implications for Reading 
Genesis 18–19’, JSOT 29 (2004), pp. 37-56 (48).
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does not commit iniquity, he shall live, he shall not die’ (v. 15). And again 
in verse 25: ‘You eat with the blood and raise your eyes to your fetishes, 
and you shed blood—yet you expect to possess the land! You have relied on 
your sword, you have committed abominations, you have all defiled other 
men’s wives—yet you expect to possess the land’. The emphasis in Ezekiel 
33 on the keeping and breaking of laws with reference to Israelites contrasts 
sharply with the complete absence of references to law in Ezekiel 14 with 
reference to non-Israelites. By implication, then, Israel is judged according 
to its capacity to live by the law, and non-Israelites are not. Ezekiel, so far 
as I can see, goes no further than this in quantifying the righteousness of 
non-Israelites, but Genesis, of course, does. To oversimplify in the inter-
ests of economy, the righteousness of non-Israelites is measured in terms 
of their hospitality to strangers, which may be learned from, and reinforced 
by, Israelite example (Abraham’s hospitality to the angels cf. Gen. 18.2-8 
and Gen. 18.19) but does not depend on it.69 Oppression of strangers is hos-
pitality’s polar opposite (exemplified here by the Sodomites’ demands in 
Gen. 19.4-11, but cf. also Amalek, Deut. 25.17-19),70 and non-Israelites can 
be punished for oppressing others, just as they can be rewarded for being 
hospitable towards them. This, then, is another important respect in which 
Genesis 18–20 refines and develops the attitude outlined in Ezekiel towards 
non-Israelite sin.
 The different place of law in determining Israelite versus non-Israelite 
righteousness almost certainly explains another substantive difference be-
tween what Abraham can do for non-Israelites and what prophets such as 
Ezekiel can do for Israel. Once Abimelech’s righteousness is established, 
God instructs Abraham to intercede, but Abraham does not engage substan-
tively (cf. prophets with Israel). In particular, he is not required to judge the 
people; God is the judge, and Abraham’s task is merely (!) to influence God 
(18.27). Indeed, the Sodom and Gomorrah narrative may implicitly dis-
qualify people from judging members of other nations: ‘They said, this one 
came to live temporarily and now he acts as a judge; we will do worse with 
you than with them’ (19.9). Prophetic intercession for Israel usually in-
volves a warning (Isa. 6.8-10; Jer. 4.5-9; Ezek. 3.6-21), but this is conspicu-
ously absent at Sodom and Gomorrah. God tells Abraham (memorably) 
what he is about to do, but Abraham does not warn God’s potential victims. 

 69. See Bolin, ‘The Role of Exchange’ (especially pp. 48-49) on hospitality and 
justice. 
 70. It would be illuminating to explore this elsewhere via b. Baba Bathra 10b on 
Prov. 14.34 )+x Mym)l dsxw ywg-Mmwrt hqdc, ‘Righteousness exalts a nation; sin 
is a reproach to a people’, expounded in relation to Israelite/non-Israelite eschatology: 
‘R. Johanan b. Zakkai said to them: Just as the sin-offering makes atonement for Israel, 
so charity [righteousness] makes atonement for the nations’.
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On Ezekiel’s terms, he thus fails: ‘If a righteous man turns away from his 
righteousness and does wrong… He shall die for his sins; the righteous 
deeds he did will not be remembered; and because you did not warn him, I 
will require a reckoning for his blood from you’ (Ezek. 3.20).
 Yet no reckoning is required of Abraham, it seems. The absence of judg-
ments and warnings may be taken as reinforcement for Walzer’s claim that 
prophecy of the usual Israelite kind is incompatible with universalism.71 
Whereas Israel has a clearly defined set of rules to which it may be held 
accountable, the nations have no comparable standards and are thus exempt 
from the cajoling attempts of outsiders to make them conform, which would 
be in any case be ineffectual.
 Many commentators see justice as the central theme of Gen. 18–19. I have 
tried to show that it is rather the relationship between justice and intercession 
in relation to non-Israelites. Will not the judge of all the earth do justice? 
For Brett, ‘The answer of these narratives seems to be a resounding “yes”: 
judgment will fall only on the guilty not the innocent, and it will fall only 
after due process’.72 But apart from the escape of Lot’s daughters and their 
descendants, issues Brett goes on to discuss, there are questions about what 
would have happened had ten righteous people lived in Sodom and Gomor-
rah—the guilty would have evaded punishment for their sake—and about the 
inhabitants numbering between one and nine who may have been righteous 
(Abraham stops negotiating at ten, 18.32-33). Justice is a two-way process: 
the righteous are protected and the guilty punished. This is the message 
of Ezekiel 14, but Genesis 18–19 complicates that simple message; Abra-
ham’s intercession could potentially have saved the guilty from justice. Yet 
as the story unfolds, we see how those who are not righteous bring justice 
upon themselves through a process combining natural law and measure for 
measure. Lot’s surviving daughters repay their father for (indirect) sexual 
exploitation, and their offspring are excluded both from joining Israel and 
from being blessed via Israel: ‘You shall never concern yourself with their 
welfare or benefit as long as you live’ (Deut. 23.7). Genesis 18–19, read inter-
textually with Ezekiel 14 and in light of Gen. 18.1-16 and Gen. 20, is one of 
many Genesis texts that explore the implications for non-Israelites of interac-
tion with Israel. Shall not the Judge of all the world do justice? Yes, but doing 
justice for all the world is not as straightforward as it sounds and fascinat-
ingly, in Genesis as in Genesis Rabbah, God needs the help of Abraham, not 
as a light to the nations, nor even as their teacher of righteousness, but to act 
as an intercessor on their behalf.

 71. Cf. M. Walzer, ‘The Prophet as Social Critic’, in Interpretation and Social Criti-
cism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987), pp. 69-94, on the essential 
particularism of prophecy; criticism must come from within a system and be directed 
towards a group with shared values.
 72. Brett, Genesis, pp. 65-66.



Chapter 5

the temPorAl temPle: wAs AbrAhAm stAnding At sinAi?

To the Sunne Rising
Busie olde foole, unruly Sunne;
Why dost thou thus,
Through windowes, and through curtaines call on us?
Must to thy motions lovers seasons run?
Sawcy pedantique wretch, goe chide
Late schoole boyes, and sowre prentices,
Goe tell Court-huntsmen, that the King will ride,
Call countrey ants to harvest offices;
Love, all alike, no season knows, nor clyme,
Nor houres, dayes, months, which are the rags of time.

Thy beames, so reverend, and strong
Why shouldst thou thinke?
I could eclipse and cloud them with a winke,
But that I would not lose her sight so long:
If her eyes have not blinded thine
Looke, and tomorrow late, tell mee,
Whether both the India’s of spice and Myne
Be where thou leftst them, or lie here with mee.
Aske for those Kings whom thou saw’st yesterday,
And thou shalt heare, All here in one bed lay.

She’is all States, and all Princes, I,
Nothing else is;
Princes doe but play us; compar’d to this,
All honor’s mimique; All wealth alchimie,
Thou sunne art halfe as happy’as wee,
In that the world’s contracted thus;
Thine age askes ease, and since thy duties bee
To warme the world, that’s done in warming us.
Shine here to us, and thou art everywhere;
This bed thy centre is, these walls, thy spheare.

John Donne
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‘To the Sunne Rising’ is a wonderful example of how time and space can 
be manipulated in order to solve a practical problem.1 John Donne wishes 
he could stay in bed all day with his lover and is determined to find a way. 
He taunts the sun for assuming that the world revolves around it and that it 
determines the times at which all events must occur. He claims that lovers’ 
time is beyond solar control, and then deftly shifts arenas, from temporal 
to spatial, insisting that the sun can fulfil its obligation to warm the entire 
world by shining on his bed. (Here is a man who liked to leave the light 
on.) By collapsing time into space, rhetorically speaking, Donne solves his 
problem. His bed, when occupied by himself and his mistress, is a micro-
cosm of the world. For two separate reasons, they can stay where they are. 
First, the sun can shine everywhere by shining in this one place, if and 
only if they are present in it: ‘she’s all states and all princes I’. Indeed, to 
move would be to consign the world to darkness. Second, in the absence of 
Donne’s bed microcosm, the sun would be destined to circle endlessly in an 
ever more desperate attempt to shine in the right places at the right times. 
‘Thine age asks ease’—the sun is getting old and slowing down. This is 
why ‘country ants’ (farm labourers) and court huntsmen must get up at the 
crack of dawn; the sun cannot stay with them indefinitely and their business 
requires daylight hours. If, however, the sun could accommodate its age 
and no longer needed to rush around, but could easily illuminate the whole 
world all day and night from the comfort of one position, the lovers could 
dictate their own schedules. It follows from this that Donne and his mistress 
not only must stay in bed all day in order to keep the sun shining on their 
bed, but also that they can stay in bed all day since they themselves have 
dissolved the reason to act at appointed hours. In Donne’s deft hands, time 
becomes a spatial entity and a temporal problem is instantly resolved.
 It is hardly surprising that John Donne sought a metaphysical solution 
to a physical problem, but playing fast and loose with time and space is no 
means the exclusive preserve of metaphysical poets.2

 1. I dedicate this chapter to my sons, Jacob and Jonah Lipton, in memory of my 
greatest (only?) parenting triumph, which occurred as I drove from Massachusetts to 
New York City with Jacob and Jonah, then 4 and 2. We had barely left home when 
Jacob asked the dreaded question, Are we nearly there? Assuming my husband the 
philosopher could deal with the damage later, I risked an abstract argument: Look, you 
may think we measure time like water or sand, but we don’t. This journey takes three 
hours. If we talk, listen to music and count red cars, we’ll arrive in no time. If you ask 
me if we’re nearly there, it’ll last forever. Neither Jacob nor Jonah, now 20 and 21, 
ever asked that question again, and both went on to acquire a strong interest in time, 
philosophical and anthropological, respectively.
 2. Literature is full of examples, but I mention one that stands out: Ian McEwan’s 
exploration of non-linear, non-uniform time in A Child in Time (London: Jonathan 
Cape, 1987). During a car accident, time slows down to accommodate the rapidity of 
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‘…the use of spatial words like in and at for time expressions (e.g. in an 
hour, at ten o’clock) makes sense given that TIME is metaphorically con-
ceptualized in terms of SPACE. Metaphors in the conceptual system indicate 
coherent and systematic relationships between concepts. The use of the same 
words and grammatical devices for concepts with systematic metaphori-
cal correspondences (like TIME and SPACE) is one of the ways in which 
the correspondences between form and meaning in a language are ‘logical’ 
rather than arbitrary.’ 3

Even the least philosophical among us uses the language of space to speak 
about time, and we routinely address our shortage of time by organizing it 
spatially—via the marks on the face of a conventional watch, for example, 
or the pages of a diary. Once we have categorized and described time spa-
tially, it is a small step to do the same in reverse: space, especially in the 
abstract, when real space is inaccessible, may be described temporally. And 
once we are accustomed to mapping a particular space temporally, we might 
continue to do so even when we have an alternative. This has been the case 
for Jews in relation to Jerusalem, as is evident when examined through the 
lens of Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai:

I’ve come back to this city where names
Are given to distances as if to human beings
And the numbers are not of bus-routes
But: 70 After, 1917, 500
B.C., Forty-Eight. These are the lines
You really travel on.4

In this poem from ‘Songs of Jerusalem’, Amichai contrasts bus-routes 
with historical dates to evoke synchronic and diachronic perspectives of 
his subject.5 In normal cities, numbers designate the horizontal lines—
bus-routes, streets and avenues—that carry residents across the surface of 
the city from point A to B. In Jerusalem, they designate the vertical, the 

events. The hero observes the scene in minute detail: a padlock swinging from a loose 
flange, ‘wash me please’ scrawled in grime. He beams messages to his wife and daugh-
ter, shifts gears, thinks himself into the gap between the other vehicles, and hopes 
someone has witnessed his superb driving. The whole experience lasts five seconds. I 
thank Jacob Lipton for pointing this out to me.
 3. G. Lakoff and M. Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: Chicago Univer-
sity Press, 1980), pp. 135-36.
 4. These lines and other Amichai images mentioned here are drawn from ‘Jeru-
salem 1967’, in Poems of Jerusalem and Love Poems (trans. S. Mitchell; New York: 
Harper, 1988), pp. 39-63.
 5. A synchronic perspective is static rather than evolutionary, concentrating on a 
particular moment in time. A diachronic perspective goes across time, and focuses on 
historical evolution. 
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‘time-lines’, that take residents ever deeper into the city’s historical past. 
The bus-routes/date exchange is one of many devices by which Amichai 
evokes the presence of the past in the city in which no one can live for the 
moment. For Amichai, history arrives in Jerusalem in regular shipments—
houses and towers are its packing materials; Jerusalem is the port city on 
the shore of eternity, and waving Hasidim see off the ships; Jerusalem 
preserves memories, but it also blots them out, creating a gulf between 
its residents and their own pasts; Jerusalem is, indeed, a living, breathing 
archaeological site, practically and conceptually:

‘In an odd way, though Israel is a country obsessed by archaeology, Ami-
chai’s use of it as a way of conceptualizing history and self is one of the 
things that set him apart. “I was raised”, he told the Israeli critic Chana 
Kronfeld, “on two different linear outlooks: the religious and the Marxist”. 
He has in mind, first, his parents’ Orthodox home in Würzburg, Germany, 
and the schooling they gave him there. His Marxist outlook took form after 
the family moved to Palestine in 1935 when Amichai was eleven, and it was 
fostered by the Socialist Youth Movement to which most Jewish adoles-
cents belonged in the Palestine of the 1930s and early 1940s. Against such 
linearity, he suggests, the notion of archaeological stratification has given 
him a more complex way of conceiving experience in time—and, I would 
add, a way that is a sober alternative to the messianic optimism of both 
traditional Judaism and Marxism’.6

 Nor is it only Jews and poets who play with time in Jerusalem. I am grate-
ful to Julian Barnett for telling me that, contra Bob Dylan, it is plus ça change 
for Jerusalem clocks. For some, Jerusalem is a virtual city located in a country 
in which they continue to exist. Others yearn for a past when the reality of the 
city was different. Still others wait expectantly for a future and, in the mean-
time, discount the present. All, according to Julian, shape their spatial experi-
ence by personalizing their clocks: ‘Within one kilometre of my home at the 
edge of Meah Shearim, there are four time zones—not just nominal zones but 
real ones that people live by: Julian’s time (State of Israel time); Toldos Aron 
time (one hour behind Zionist entity state time); Rumanian patriarchate time 
(two hours behind); and Nakshabandi Sufi community, Mount of Olives time 
(half an hour ahead, on pseudo-Jordanian time)’. And Julian did not even 
mention the time kept by Jews throughout the Diaspora, Jerusalem Standard 
Time—local time plus ten minutes (i.e. late).
 In this chapter I shall try to show that the biblical authors too played with 
space and time as a way of solving problems. In particular, I shall suggest 
that their flexible thinking about time and space meant that issues we iden-
tify as problems were less problematic for them, and perhaps not even 

 6. R. Alter, Hebrew and Modernity (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), 
p. 122.



 5.  The Temporal Temple 145

problematic at all. My case study is Abraham’s relationship to the Sinai 
laws. I hope to demonstrate that an appropriately nuanced understanding of 
the biblical authors’ various conceptions of time goes a long way towards 
diminishing the significance of the Abraham/Sinai dilemma. It should be 
clear by now that this chapter challenges the assumption made by almost 
all exegetes that the authors of the Hebrew Bible conceived time in strictly 
linear terms.7 My own assumption is that there is no single biblical per-
spective of time, but that a widespread and significant conception involved 
the conflation of time and space, much as it was conflated by Donne and 
Amichai in the poems cited above.

Was Abraham Standing at Sinai?

In his important and stimulating book The Old Testament of the Old Testa-
ment, W. Moberly takes a radical look at the relationship between Genesis 
and Exodus and offers a model for explaining it: Genesis is to Exodus as the 
Old Testament is to the New Testament.8 Stimulated in part by Moberly, and 
in part by the outpouring of anxious faith writings on this subject through-
out the ages, J. Levenson has written a detailed discussion of what Moberly 
conceives as the Genesis/Exodus dilemma, casting it as the more traditional 
Abraham/Sinai debate.9 Levenson’s work should be read for its excellent 
historical and theological overview, but here follows a summary of the 
problems that concern us here:
 The religion of the patriarchs as described in Genesis shares almost 
nothing in common with post-Sinai religion as described in Exodus. Genesis 
has no hint of institutional religion—no temple or central shrine, no sacrifi-
cial cult, no mediating figures. What justifies the view that the religions of 
Genesis and Exodus are one and the same?
 The people’s relationship with the land in Genesis has little in common 
with that in Exodus. Genesis implies no national claims, no kings, no politi-
cal leaders, no national constitution, and a fundamental openness to foreign 

 7. I am grateful to Doron Mendels (personal communication, July 2006) for 
helping me to see that the scholarly preoccupation with linear time may have its roots 
in the linear approach of the Hebrew Bible’s final editors to the organisation of their 
material: ‘First come the ancestors who then move to Egypt, and only after that comes 
the exodus, and the Judges come after Joshua…’ As Mendels makes clear, though, ‘this 
has nothing to do with the perception of the historical reality of the different authors, 
the predecessors of the editors’.
 8. The Old Testament of the Old Testament: Patriarchal Narratives and Mosaic 
Yahwism (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992).
 9. ‘The Conversion of Abraham to Judaism, Christianity and Islam’, in H. Najman 
and J.H. Newman (eds.), The Idea of Biblical Interpretation: Essays in Honor of James 
L. Kugel (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 2003), pp. 3-40.
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powers. Genesis is the blueprint for contemporary ultra-Orthodox Jews in 
Israel who are willing to live under any flag as long as they can live on holy 
ground. Exodus offers a national model—one people in its own land with 
its own laws. How can they be reconciled?
 That Abraham lived before Sinai reflects negatively on Sinai law, which 
is thus time-bound. This is a major problem for Jewish interpreters, even 
antinomian Hasidic commentators who nevertheless acknowledge Juda-
ism’s debt to law and do not want to undermine it.10 That Abraham lived 
before Sinai may undermine Abraham. How can the revered ‘founder of 
monotheism’ fail to keep the laws?
 In the past, these problems were less pressing for Christians than for 
Jews, for whom Sinai laws remained central. Now they are more or less 
equally pressing for readers of all persuasions who think, as I do, that 
Genesis postdates Exodus.11 If the authors and redactors of Genesis were 
aware of Exodus and Sinai, as many scholars now believe, they must have 
created intentionally a lawless Abraham. Why did they only hint once or 
twice, and even then obliquely (in Gen. 18.19; 26.5), at the Genesis Jubi-
lees solution—the backdating of Sinai laws so that Abraham can observe 
kashrut and make sacrifices? The fundamental problem is that Abraham’s 
failure to keep Sinai laws creates a tension between patriarchal and Mosaic 
religions. Does Abraham represent a golden age from which Sinai was a 
decline? Or was Sinai an advance on Abraham? Levenson uses Deut. 12.8-9 
as a proof-text to locate a possible answer in the time-bound nature of the 
Sinai laws:

You shall not act as we act here [Transjordan], every man as he pleases, 
because you have not yet come to the allotted haven that the lord your God 
is giving you.

Levenson sees ‘not yet come’ as a sign that the Sinai laws were operative 
only once the Israelites had entered and settled the promised land, and 
thus did not apply to Abraham and the patriarchs. The weakness of this 
explanation for many present day Bible scholars is that it does not address 
the question of what the Genesis authors and redactors thought they were 
doing. The authors of the Deuteronomic text cited here seem unaware that 
the patriarchs had, according to other traditions, previously lived in the 
‘allotted haven’. (All seven references to Abraham in Deuteronomy—1, 
6, 9 [×2], 29, 30 and 34—occur within chs. 1–11 and 27–34, the so-called 
exilic frame). One might argue that the terms hlxnhw hxwnmh (‘allotted 

 10. S. Magid, Hasidism on the Margin: Reconciliation, Antinomianism and Messi-
anism in Izbica/Radzin Hasidism (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2003), see 
especially pp. 138-55.
 11. I see Genesis as a largely late-exilic, early postexilic composition (sixth/fifth 
century bce); cf. a mainly ninth/eighth-century bce Exodus.
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haven’) which do not occur in Genesis, were chosen precisely to include 
that early settlement, but it seems to me more likely that the seventh-
century authors of Deuteronomy 12–26 did not have in mind either that 
Abraham kept the laws or that the land had been meaningfully settled 
during his time. The Deuteronomic references to the patriarchs, which 
I see as formulaic, harmonizing additions, refer to the ‘promise’ of the 
land, not to its settlement, or indeed any other category of residency. Since 
neither Exodus nor Deuteronomy 12–26 mentions that Abraham and his 
descendants lived in the land, or speak of a return, it is not helpful for 
our purposes to turn to them. Rather, we must look at Genesis and exilic/
postexilic Deuteronomy. How did they cope with the tensions raised 
by the ‘patriarchal history’? My answer to this question is the opposite 
of Levenson’s. The Abraham/Sinai dilemma failed to disturb them, not 
because they saw the Sinai laws as time-bound, but because they had a 
complex notion of time that rendered both the Sinai laws and ‘patriarchal 
history’ as effectively timeless.
 An obvious problem with this approach is that the biblical conception 
of time is not readily analysed.12 Although recent scholarship has shown 
to be overly simplistic the dominant view that biblical time was linear, no 
clear-cut alternative has emerged. More to the point, those accounts that 
have been offered have failed quite strikingly to make an impact on textual 
interpretation. This may reflect general difficulties in marrying theory 
with exegesis, but it may also reflect a problem with time in particular. 
Our conception of time has far-reaching effects, but they are hard for those 
who are neither philosophers or anthropologists to assess. Bearing in mind 
these problems, I shall approach the subject via a selection of rabbinic texts 
that contain something close to second-order thinking about time.13 I must 
emphasize that here, as elsewhere in this book, I do not assume theological 
or conceptual continuity between the Bible and rabbis. It will be my task 
to demonstrate as best I can that the rabbinic perspective on time and its 
organisation is in some respects similar to the Bible’s, and that even where 
the two differ quite radically, the rabbinic texts can illuminate the Bible. It 
goes without saying that I see a closer relationship between the rabbinic 
commentaries and the biblical texts I am analysing here than between, say, 
John Donne or Yehuda Amichai and the biblical texts in question. Neverthe-
less, I would not attempt to justify my use of rabbinic material by appeal to 

 12. See G. Lucas, The Archaeology of Time (London: Routledge, 2005), pp. 61-94, 
for a survey of recent anthropological views of time in ancient societies and the dif-
ficulties they present.
 13. See S. Kunin, God’s Place in the World: Sacred Space and Sacred Place in 
Judaism (London: Cassell, 1998), pp. 140-44, for an anthropologically orientated dis-
cussion of the interplay of space and time in Judaism.
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a special relationship. In this context, I am using the rabbis more or less as 
I am using Donne and Amichai—lenses through which the Bible may use-
fully be scrutinized.
 From the rabbis, I shall move to the ancient Near East, pausing briefly 
over the presentation of time in Babylonian texts before trying to demon-
strate that the Bible plays with time and space to address a problem that 
parallels the Abraham/Sinai dilemma, namely the binding nature or other-
wise of the Sinai covenant upon those who were not present to witness it. 
This is not the place to dwell on compositional questions, but I shall note 
in passing that I date to the late exilic and early postexilic period the major-
ity of texts that are my focus here. I think it likely that Genesis was written 
and/or redacted by writers who sought to justify life in Judah under Persian 
rule following the Babylonian exile by creating a non-national alternative 
to the national paradigm established by Exodus.14 By conceptualizing time 
as space, they could offer patriarchal Canaan at once as a historical parallel 
and a geographic entity that co-existed with the Promised Land. I shall now 
edge towards the main biblical question by way of three quite different rab-
binic texts.

Night and Day (You Are the One)

Genesis Rabbah uses the creation of the sun and the moon (Gen. 1.9-14) 
to highlight a complex interaction between time and space as a response to 
disorder and uncertainty.15 Different categories of time are offered as alter-
native arenas in which the relative success of Israel versus the nations can 
be evaluated.

 14. See Brett, Genesis, for an excellent discussion of the reasons for and implica-
tions of setting Genesis in this period. While agreeing more or less with Brett about 
dates of composition, I differ with him over authorial motivation. Brett sees Genesis as 
a text that resists Persian hegemony, whereas I see it as a text that shows how to survive 
and even thrive under foreign rule.
 15. I am grateful to Barry Landy for pointing out during a meeting of Stefan Reif’s 
Talmud shiur (Cambridge, November 2006) that the Babylonian Talmud opens with 
a discussion of the appropriate time to recite the Shema. The centrality of time as a 
subject in its own right is highlighted by the multiple temporal measuring systems that 
are offered, and by the fact that the question of when precedes any consideration of 
where, how and why. It is relevant to our interests here that the Talmud’s first answer 
to the question of when the Shema may be recited alludes to Temple ritual: ‘from 
whAt time mAy one recite the SHEMA in the evening? from the 
time thAt the Priests enter [their houses] in order to eAt their 
TErUMAH until the end of the first wAtch’ (Berachot 2a). Here are the 
rabbis ordering and controlling holy time while alluding to the sacred space now inac-
cessible to them.
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 R. Tanhum and R. Phinehas in R. Simon’s name said:

After calling them great, He turns and casts a slur [on one by writing] THE 
GREAT LIGHT…AND THE SMALL LIGHT (1.16). This is because it 
penetrated into its neighbour’s territory. R. Phinehas said: With regard to 
all other sacrifices it is written, And one he-goat for a sin-offering [Num. 
28.22; 29.5,11], whereas of the New Moon it is written, And one he-goat 
for a sin offering for the LOrd (Num. 28.15). The Holy One Blessed Be He, 
said: ‘It was I who caused it to enter its neighbour’s domain’. If that [the 
moon] which enters with permission was thus disparaged by the Holy Writ, 
think how much more deserving of this [blame] is one who enters without 
permission!

R. Levi said in the name of R. Jose b. Lai: It is only natural that the great 
should calculate [time] by the great [the sun], and the small by the small 
[the moon]. Esau [Rome] counts by the sun, which is large, and Jacob by 
the moon, which is small. Said R. Nahman, That is a fortunate omen. Esau 
counts by the sun, which is large: just as the sun rules by day but not by 
night, so does Esau enjoy this world but has no portion in the World to 
Come. Jacob counts by the moon, which is small: just as the moon rules 
by day and by night, so has Jacob a portion in this world and the World to 
Come. R. Nahman made another observation. R. Nahman said: As long as 
the light of the greater luminary functions, the light of the smaller one is not 
noticeable, but when the light of the greater one sets, the light of the smaller 
one becomes noticeable. Similarly, as long as the light of Esau prevails, 
the light of Jacob cannot be distinguished; but when the light of Esau sets, 
that of Jacob shall be distinguished, as it is written, Arise, shine, … For 
behold, darkness shall cover the earth, and gross darkness the peoples, but 
upon you the Lord will shine, and His glory shall be seen upon you (Isa. 
60.1ff).16

 This midrash may be read on multiple levels and has themes and preoccu-
pations I shall not address. The following points are relevant to this discus-
sion: (a) Time is conceived spatially (the moon penetrates its neighbour’s 
territory); (b) Four different conceptions of time co-exist here: calendrical 
(Rome has a solar calendar and Israel a lunar calendar); spiritual (this world 
and the world to come); historical (empires rise and fall); and eschatologi-
cal time (end of days); (c) Movement between these different conceptions 
of time is possible, just as the moon enters the sun’s domain. (d) Time is 
converted into space and then used to solve the problem of Rome’s appar-
ent success versus Israel’s failure. In a calendrical arena, things look bad for 
Israel; in other temporal arenas (e.g. the world to come), the situation looks 
better. My sole interest here is its presentation of time. As is often the case, 
the interpretation hangs on the peg of an apparent inconsistency in the bibli-
cal text. Genesis 1.14 reports initially that God made two great lights, but 
almost immediately distinguishes between them, calling them a great light 

 16. Gen. R. 6.3.
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and a small light. What explains this shift? The midrashic author sees the 
adjective ‘small’ as a slur, incurred by the moon because it encroached on 
the sun’s territory. The temporal zones of day and night are conceived spa-
tially, even to the point of being discussed in terms of territorial violations. 
The moon is belittled because it is visible both at night and during the day, 
the sun’s territory, whereas the sun is visible only in the day, and never at 
night, the moon’s territory. As I shall try to show, this discussion of time in 
spatial terms is not a rabbinic innovation, but a priestly one, and is already 
firmly incorporated into the biblical creation narrative. 
 The midrash then brings into play a second biblical proof text, highlighting 
a new irregularity. For all but one of the festivals, worshippers are instructed 
to ‘take a kid of the flocks for a sin offering’. For Rosh Hodesh, the festival 
of the New Moon, the wording is slightly different: ‘a sin offering for the 
LOrd’. Why, the author wonders, are Rosh Hodesh sin offerings specifically 
‘for the lord’ while others are simply offered? The answer must (!) be that 
God himself has sinned and needs an offering to be made on his behalf. Since 
the Festival in question is Rosh Hodesh, God must have sinned in relation 
to the moon. And how did God sin in relation to the moon? By causing it to 
enter its neighbour’s territory. The conclusion is a rmxw lq, how much more 
so: if the moon was considered guilty of territorial violation, despite having 
received divine permission to enter the sun’s domain, how much more guilty 
should we find a party who entered another’s territory without divine permis-
sion. The midrashic author has effected a seamless shift from the temporal 
via the spatial to the political. His underlying concern is a land that has been 
invaded by an occupying power—the land of Israel.
 As the midrash proceeds, the relative differences between the sun and 
moon are reconceptualized. Whereas the sizes of moon and sun were earlier 
conceived as slur and praise respectively—the large size of the sun equated 
with its willingness to remain within its walls, and the small size of the 
moon with its inability to stay at home—now they are linked to the numeri-
cal size of the people whose calendars are based on their movements. 
Esau, Rome, has a solar calendar, while Jacob, Jews, have a lunar calendar. 
But now another move is made. The temporal units of day and night that 
were characterized initially as territory—the sun’s piece of land versus the 
moon’s, Rome versus the land of Israel—are now conceptualized as alterna-
tive worlds that are both temporal and spatial. In the first reformulation, the 
day is this world and the night the world to come. Rather than constituting 
territorial infringement, the moon’s presence in both worlds is considered 
an advantage. It means that Israel, the moon’s calculating (as in calendars) 
equivalent, will enjoy portions in both this world and the world to come, 
the afterlife. Rome, meanwhile, will have no presence in the world to come. 
In this way, the midrashic author demonstrates that size is not everything, 
that you win some and you lose some, and that moving the competition to a 
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new arena—the world to come instead of this world—creates a whole new 
ballgame. In the world to come, Rome’s dominion would not endure. 
 Rabbi Nahman’s observation about the visibility of the lights introduces 
another arena in which success may be measured—historical time, as cal-
culated here by the rise and fall of political empires.17 This time, there is no 
division into separate zones—this world and the world to come; the inter-
pretative peg of the two lights is reformulated once again. Day and night fall 
away, and there is only one zone in which the light shed by the sun and the 
moon compete. While the sun is shining, the moon’s light is not visible, but 
once the sun sets, the moon will be visible again. Israel can rest reassured. 
Empires rise and fall; Rome will fall, as Babylon, Assyria and Egypt fell 
before it, and Israel’s light will once more be visible.
 The midrash closes with a proof text from Isaiah that points to yet another 
arena in which Israel’s success may be measured—the messianic time that 
will begin after the end of days. Messianic or eschatological time is, of 
course, quite distinct from the world to come, the after-life. The peg is Isa-
iah’s reference to shining. The midrashic author envisages a time when the 
relative strength of Israel’s light will no longer be an issue. The nations will 
stumble in earthly darkness and Israel will bask in the light of God’s glory. 
For our purposes here, the important matter is the identification of four 
different temporal categories: calendrical time (indicated by the original 
verses from Genesis and Numbers evoking agricultural seasons and associ-
ated festivals); this world and the world to come (indicated by the poetic 
reformulation of day and night); historical time (different from calendri-
cal time in having no connection to the seasons and being long-term); and 
eschatological time (a new kind of time, after the end of days).18 These four 
temporal categories function as alternative arenas in which success may 
be measured.19 What appears to constitute failure in one category counts 

 17. On the rise and fall of empires, see D. Mendels, ‘The Five Empires: A Note on 
Propagandistic Topos’, in D. Mendels, Identity, Religion and Historiography: Studies 
in Hellenistic History (JSPSup, 24; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), pp. 
314-21.
 18. The reference to darkness in Isaiah 60 raises the question of whether the time 
after the end of days is a return to the time before creation, when darkness covered 
the earth, or to the light of the first creation. If that were to be the case, even the most 
apparently linear conception of time would have a circular, if not cyclical, element.
 19. This corresponds interestingly to theories of time constructed by anthropologists 
who wished to move away from a narrowly linear conception of time. They proposed 
three different ways of thinking about time—long-term, medium-term, and short-term. 
Long term is geological or evolutionary (the sun and the moon, whose movements 
are understood as fixed for all time and transcending other kinds of measurements), 
medium term is historical or political (in the midrash, the empires that rise and fall), 
and short-term is the individual life of a man (the implied reader of the midrash who 
wonders why his life is not successful).



152 Longing for Egypt and Other Unexpected Biblical Tales 

as success in another.20 So in these texts, as in the John Donne poem with 
which I began, time is perceived spatially and subsequently manipulated in 
response to a problem—how to resolve the inconsistency between God’s 
omnipotence and declared love for Israel, on the one hand, and, on the other, 
Israel’s dire circumstances. I turn now to a rabbinic text that uses precisely 
this strategy in relation to the Abraham/Sinai dilemma.

‘Eruv Tavshilin is Poetry not Prose’21

Among the range of rabbinic responses to the Abraham/Sinai dilemma is 
the insistence that Abraham did in fact know and keep all the laws given to 
Moses. Several rabbinic texts that take this position specify one particular 
rabbinic (i.e. non-biblical) law that Abraham kept—Eruv Tavshilin, mixed 
dishes (where dishes refers to items of food, not the pots or plates). Eruv Tav-
shilin is a legal fiction enabling food to be prepared on a festival for consump-
tion on Shabbat. Since, according to rabbinic law, food cannot be prepared on 
a festival for later consumption, how—without refrigeration—can a woman 
feed her family on Shabbat, when no food preparation can be undertaken and 
yet there is an obligation to honour the Sabbath with the best available food? 
The solution is Eruv Tavshilin.22 Like Eruv Hatzerot, the quasi-virtual fenced 
enclosure that enables observant Jews to move about and carry objects in 
a specified public area during Shabbat, Eruv Tavshilin involves converting 
time into space. With Eruv Hatzerot, an item of food (the eruv) is distributed 
(mixed) among all the residents in a designated, enclosed area. By virtue of the 
mixing, the entire area becomes private space instead of public space, and the 
forms of carrying permissible in private are now permissible there. The eruv 
is not the enclosure, but the food that is mixed within it. The key point is that 
the mixing (distribution) of the food transforms the space, which effectively 
transforms the time; it is possible to act on Shabbat as if it were a weekday. 
With Eruv Tavshilin, two distinct spaces are created (food prepared before the 
festival and food prepared during the festival), the boundaries between them 
are blurred (the foods are mixed), and time is recategorized accordingly. The 
mixing of foods cooked on different occasions effectively transforms—for 
this strict purpose—festival time to non-festival time. 

 20. The theological pros and cons of this are clear enough. Were the rabbis offering 
a sop (abandon neither hope nor your religion; all will be well in the world to come) or 
genuine hope?
 21. The Rebbe of Toldos Aron, Meah Shearim, Jerusalem. I thank Julian Barnett 
for asking the Rebbe on my behalf why he thinks this law is cited in this context. I 
expected the unexpected, but nothing quite as unsettling as this.
 22. For a brief, practical description, see E. Kitov, The Book of our Heritage: The 
Jewish Year and its Days of Significance. I. Tishrey-Shevat (trans. N. Bulman; Jerusa-
lem: Feldheim, 1968), pp. 42-43.
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 While Eruv Tavshilin is a good enough example of a rabbinic law that 
does not appear in the Bible, it is one of many, many such laws. Why was 
this one chosen? My answer here is that it solves a problem by turning 
time into space, and blurring the boundaries between different temporal 
periods. It is useful to look at what may be the earliest reference to Eruv 
Tavshilin in relation to Abraham, which occurs in the Babylonian Talmud, 
Yoma 28b:

R. Safra said: The [afternoon] prayer of Abraham is due when the walls 
begin to grow dark. Joseph said: Shall we indeed learn [our laws] from 
Abraham?—Raba answered: A Tanna learned from Abraham and we should 
not learn from him! For it has been taught: And in the eighth day the flesh 
of his foreskin shall be circumcised, this passage teaches that the whole of 
the [eighth] day is proper for the circumcision, but the zealots perform their 
religious duty as early as possible as it is said: And Abraham rose early in the 
morning and saddled his ass…

Rab said: Our father Abraham kept the whole Torah, as it is said: Because 
that Abraham hearkened to My voice [kept My charge, My command-
ments, My statutes, and My laws]. R. Shimi b. Hiyya said to Rab: Say, 
perhaps, that this refers to the seven laws?—Surely there was also that of 
circumcision! Then say that it refers to the seven laws and circumcision 
[and not to the whole Torah]?—If that were so, why does Scripture say: 
‘My commandments and My laws’? Raba or R. Ashi said: Abraham, our 
father, kept even the law concerning the ‘erub of the dishes [Eruv Tavshi-
lin],’ as it is said: ‘My Torahs’: one being the written Torah, the other the 
oral Torah.

 The rabbis ask whether the correct time for afternoon prayer, tradition-
ally linked to Isaac, can be learned from Abraham; even if he prayed it, he 
was not legally obliged to do so. The answer to this objection is naturally to 
claim that Abraham was legally obliged to pray—he kept the Torah and the 
oral Torah, even Eruv Tavshilin.
 This passage makes several significant moves: (a) it creates a strong link 
between time (afternoon prayer), Abraham (Isaac’s name should properly 
appear here, which in itself is noteworthy), and Sinai laws; (b) the discus-
sion shows that time is not firmly fixed; (c) it is claimed that Abraham kept 
Sinai and rabbinic laws; (d) the rabbinic law that is mentioned concerns the 
manipulation of time and space to solve a problem (how to prepare food for 
a Shabbat that falls immediately after a festival). My answer to the question 
‘why Eruv Tavshilin?’ is that the rabbis recognized that the solution to the 
underlying problem—Abraham’s relationship with Sinai and therefore his 
suitability as a source of halakhah—is structurally similar to Eruv Tavshilin. 
In both cases, the problem can be resolved by transforming time into space 
and playing tricks with it. I turn now to a much-analyzed talmudic passage 
that does precisely this.
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Moses Enrols at Rabbi Aqiba’s Torah Academy

The notion that time and space were understood by rabbinic writers as 
being central to the Abraham/Sinai dilemma is attested by b. Menahot 
29b, which describes a visit by Moses to the Yeshiva (academy) of Rabbi 
Aqiba:

Rab Judah said in the name of Rab, At the time [lit. hour] when Moses 
ascended on high, he found the Holy One, blessed be He, engaged in tying 
crowns [scribal decorations] to the letters. Said Moses, ‘Lord of the Universe, 
Who stays Your hand?’ He answered, ‘There will arise a man, at the end of 
many generations, Aqiba ben Joseph by name, who will expound upon each 
tittle heaps and heaps of laws’. ‘Lord of the Universe’, said Moses, ‘show 
him to me’. He replied, ‘Turn backwards’. Moses went and sat down at the 
end of eight rows [and listened to the legal discourses]. Not being able to 
follow their arguments, he was ill at ease. But when they came to a par-
ticular subject and the disciples said to the master, ‘From what source do 
you know it?’ and the latter replied, ‘It is a law given to Moses at Sinai’, 
he was comforted. Thereupon he returned to the Holy One, blessed be He, 
and said, ‘Lord of the Universe, You have a man like this and You give the 
Torah through me?’ He replied, ‘Silence! For this is what has come before 
me in the plan’. Then Moses said, ‘Lord of the Universe, You have shown 
me his Torah, show me his reward’. ‘Turn backwards’, said He. And Moses 
turned round and saw them weighing out his [Aqiba’s] flesh at the market-
stalls. ‘Lord of the Universe’, cried Moses, ‘such Torah, and such a reward!’ 
‘Silence!’ He replied, ‘For this is what has come before Me in the plan’.23

Among many other interests, b. Menahot 29b seeks to resolve a parallel 
problem: how to validate the Oral Torah. Moses bridges the gap between 
Sinai and Rabbi Aqiba, who represents the Oral Torah in this narrative, by 
travelling through time and being together in a specific place. The Oral 
Torah is retrojected to Sinai, being physically attached by God to the Written 
Torah. And Moses confirms that he has not been displaced—R. Aqiba still 
needs him. This complex text addresses many questions, not least theod-
icy, but my focus here is its comment on the relationship between written 
(Bible) and the oral (post-biblical) law. According to rabbinic tradition, 
the oral law in its entirety (i.e. every interpretation that has ever and can 
ever be given) was anticipated by God on Mount Sinai. Unlike the Bible, 
though, these interpretations and commentaries were not given in written 
form. From what sources, then, did the rabbis derive authority for their 
own written (especially legal) texts? The story of Moses and Rabbi Aqiba 
provides a rich and fascinating answer. In the first instance, the unusual 
and striking image of God ‘sitting’ and creating a text—not merely words, 
but an artefact—draws attention to the scroll, a rabbinic tradition, not a 

 23. My translation.
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biblical one—no mention of tablets here.24 God gave halakhah, Jewish law 
as extrapolated from the Bible by the rabbis, at Sinai by means of the deco-
rations he attached to the letters of the Torah. What might have appeared as 
icing on the cake became, in the hand of Rabbi Aqiba, a core ingredient.25 
But there is more to say on this matter. First, Moses is compared to Rabbi 
Aqiba to the detriment of the former. Moses seems to indicate that Rabbi 
Aqiba is, at the very least, a greater scholar than he is (‘You have a man like 
this…’), and may even imply moral superiority; the reward he asks to see 
seems to be linked with something more substantial than scholarship. While 
it raises several general questions about theodicy, the concept of reward is 
germane for our discussion in that it provides a mechanism for separating 
the temporal zones that were effectively merged when Moses moved from 
one to another. Events, objects or actions cannot be evaluated according 
to their consequences, nor, by implication, can the past be assessed with 
reference to the present or the projected future. Rabbi Aqiba’s greatness is 
by no means undermined by the circumstances in which he died, even if 
those circumstances are attributed to a divine plan as opposed to ordinary 
human failing on the part of the Romans. Likewise, the fact that Moses was 
ultimately punished and prohibited from entering the land of Israel does 
not undermine the Torah that was given via his hand. We cannot measure 
greatness by waiting to see how things turn out in future; the Torah is great 
because God produced it at a particular time on Mount Sinai, not because 
Jews like Rabbi Aqiba would later die for it.
 The prominence of time in this text is highlighted by J. Rubenstein’s obser-
vation about the collapse of the biblical and post-biblical periods. While rab-
binic texts routinely create ‘conversations’ between Torah scholars whose 
lives were separated by hundreds of years, it is extremely unusual to find 
rabbis interacting with biblical figures.26 The concept of time is thus high-
lighted here simply by virtue of the almost unprecedented nature of time-
travel between the biblical and rabbinic worlds. Time as an abstract concept 
is further underscored through the process by which Moses encounters Rabbi 

 24. Since this is among the earliest references to what we recognize as a traditional 
(to this day) synagogue Sefer Torah (Torah scroll), it is impossible to know how far back 
this tradition may be traced, and how widely practised it was at the time of writing. It 
seems likely to have been Babylonian, probably post-dating the destruction of the second 
temple, and perhaps the text in question is intended in part to validate the custom.
 25. It must be said that the language is ambivalent here. The heaps upon heaps (tel) 
of interpretation evoke a burial mound—a valuable heritage or rotting carcasses?—
casting some doubt as to whether God was hoping for all this interpretation. Yet if he 
did not want it, and bearing in mind that, in this text, God knows the future, why did 
he attach the crowns so painstakingly?
 26. Rabbinic Stories (Classics in Western Spirituality; New York: Paulist Press, 
2002), p. 215.
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Aqiba. Whereas ordinary rabbinic texts that blur the boundaries between 
different generations of scholars make no issue of it—various teachings are 
simply juxtaposed as if they were formed in light of each other—our text 
articulates the process by which Moses meets Aqiba. Moses must turn, a 
physical movement, and look either ‘behind’ or ‘into the future’, depending 
on how we translate Krwx)l, ‘backwards’ in the above translation.27 By this 
means, he cannot simply see into the future, but is catapulted into the back 
row (another relative judgement—scholars sat according to status) of Rabbi 
Aqiba’s academy. Here Moses learns that interpretation has advanced since 
he received the Torah on Sinai; he cannot even follow the discussion. But he 
also learns that interpretations are derived ultimately from ‘his’ Torah. So 
although there has been an advance, there has also been decline. The schol-
ars have moved further and further from the fundamental teachings given 
at Sinai, and discussion stops only when they return to them: ‘From what 
sources did you learn this?’ ‘From a law given to Moses at Sinai’. In other 
words, our text offers a solution to the problem of the authority of the oral 
Torah and its relationship with the written Torah: time travel! The rabbinic 
Torah, signified by the crowns, is transported back to Mount Sinai, and Moses 
is transported forwards to the academy of the Torah’s greatest interpreter. The 
blurring of established temporal boundaries enables the authors of our text 
to blur the boundaries between written and oral Torah, taking for their own 
production the validation that applied originally only to the biblical model. At 
the same time, time is conceived spatially. Moses travels through time, but he 
and Aqiba share a single space—Mount Sinai. We in turn conceive spatially 
a revelation that occurred in time, and making it more or less impossible to 
focus on when the event occurred. The standard answer to a temporal ques-
tion—When did Moses receive the Law?—is geographic: ‘On Mount Sinai’.

Time in the Ancient Near East

The claims I have made thus far about time and space could, of course, be 
said to be a rabbinic conception and irrelevant to the Bible. Before moving 
finally to the biblical texts, I shall make one final detour to the ancient Near 
East in the hope of showing that the same structures are evident there. Given 
my view that Genesis is primarily exilic and early postexilic, and thus so 
are the origins of the Abraham/Sinai problem, the Assyrian/Babylonian per-
spective is the most pertinent.

 27. The Hebrew term is rwx), usually ‘behind’ or ‘backwards’, but it appears in 
contexts where future is strongly indicated. Perhaps we can make sense of it by think-
ing of the great men coming up behind us (paradoxically, head of us, in our future). 
This is consistent with philosophical approaches—it all depends how we situate our-
selves. If we move and time is stationary, the future lies ahead and thus faces us. If we 
are stationary and time moves, the future is coming up behind us.
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 In an excellent short treatment of the subject, Eleanor Robson identifies 
a close relationship between time and cosmic order in Assyria and Baby-
lonia c. 750–250 bce.28 Primordial time is chaotic and unquantified; Marduk 
imposes order by positioning in the sky heavenly bodies that ‘define and struc-
ture the year’ (p. 51). The contrast between unstructured primordial time and 
time governed by calendars suggests that the authors of these texts did have 
a conception of time in the raw. The Epic describes the creation of the world 
of the gods, in which time passes unquantified, and the hero god’s destruction 
of the forces of chaos and evil in the form of the monstrous sea Tiamat. From 
her lifeless body he creates the world in which human beings are to dwell. 
Thus chaos is always imminent in the world, a constant counter-force to the 
orderliness imposed by Marduk. Like God, Marduk imposes order in the first 
instance by instituting a calendar, positioning the heavenly bodies in the sky 
and setting them in regular motion to define and structure the year:

[Marduk] made the positions for the great gods. 
He set up the stars in constellations, their counterparts.
He designated the year and marked out its divisions,
Apportioned three stars each to twelve months.
After he had patterned the days of the year,
He fixed the position of the Pole Star to mark out their courses,
So that none of them could go wrong or stray
(Tablet V.1-7; cf. Dalley, 1989).29

Moreover, the Babylonian texts show evidence of a remarkably similar per-
spective on the relationship between time and space. In the Epic, Marduk’s 
calendar is linked to his temple, which is also represented as a source of 
protection against cosmic disorder:

The great Epic of Creation enuma elish (‘When Above’) was recited on the 
fourth day of the akitu, or equinoctial festival, held on the eleven days after 
the first new moon of the spring equinox at the beginning of the year. At the 
city of Uruk during the Seleucid period it was held at the autumnal equinox, 
the midpoint of the year. In Babylonia the god Marduk was both the focal 
point of the festival and the hero and sole audience of the epic; in Assyria 
it was Asshur. The equinoctial recital of the Epic was not only a marker of 
passing time; it both described an initiated ‘the irruption of primordial—and 
hence dangerous or sacred—time into mundane time, and irruption that both 
threaten[ed] and enrich[ed] the cosmic order’ (B. Sommer, JANES 27 2000, 
pp. 81-95). For on the day of the akitu following its performance, Marduk’s 
temple Esangila was ritually destroyed, purified and rebuilt, symbolizing the 
abolition and renewal of the whole cosmic order…30

 28. ‘Scholarly Conceptions and Quantifications of Time in Assyria and Babylonia, 
c. 750-250 bce’, in R. Rosen (ed.), Time and Temporality in the Ancient World (Penn-
sylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), pp. 45-90.
 29. Robson, ‘Scholarly Conceptions’, pp. 49-51.
 30. Robson, ‘Scholarly Conceptions’, p. 49.



158 Longing for Egypt and Other Unexpected Biblical Tales 

It might be argued that the themes of time and temple here constitute two 
entirely separate strands of thought. Although that seems to me unlikely, 
I am not in a position to argue my point vis-à-vis Babylonian texts. With 
regard to the Bible, however, I shall try to show that the two strands are 
inextricably linked in Genesis 1. It is not necessary for my purposes to dem-
onstrate here that the author(s) of Genesis 1 had read Enuma Elish or other 
similar texts. If, as many scholars believe, the biblical creation narrative 
emerged in a Babylonian context, we should expect to find certain patterns 
common to both. Even without dwelling on compositional matters, it is hard 
not to read Genesis 1, with its extraordinary emphasis on order imposed by 
the temporal matrix of the seven-day week, in the light of the creation epics 
discussed by Robson. Before looking at Genesis 1, however, it is necessary 
to speak in more general terms about time in the Bible and, in particular, to 
address objections that might be raised by those scholars who doubt that the 
Bible has a sense of time at all. 

‘I was so much older then, I’m younger than that now’31

The conception of time is hardly a new topic for biblical scholars; O. Cullmann 
explored it in relation to Old and New Testaments in the 1940s,32 and J. Barr 
wrote an important monograph on the subject in 1962.33 Yet recent years have 
seen a resurgence of interest, inspired perhaps by the public reception of 
Stephen Hawking’s Brief History of Time,34 or by new ways of thinking about 
time by anthropologists and archaeologists.35 Contributions by S. Stern,36 
M.Z. Brettler,37 and M. Bar Ilan38 are particularly noteworthy, and I shall 
return to them below. Yet biblical exegesis has remained strangely impervious 

 31. Bob Dylan, ‘My Back Pages’. I thank my son Jonah Lipton for his inspiring 
application of these words to the Haggadah’s instruction to ‘remember the exodus as if 
you were in Egypt’ during our Passover Seder, 2006.
 32. Christ and Time: The Primitive Christian Conception of Time and History (trans. 
F.V. Filson; London: SCM Press, 1950).
 33. Biblical Words for Time (London: SCM Press, 1962).
 34. Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes (London: Bantam 
Dell, 1988).
 35. E.g. J. Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes its Object (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2002); and G. Lucas, The Archaeology of Time 
(London: Routledge, 2005).
 36. S. Stern, Time and Process in Ancient Judaism (London: The Littman Library of 
Jewish Civilization, 2003).
 37. ‘Cyclical and Teleological Time in the Hebrew Bible’, in R. Rosen (ed.), Time 
and Temporality in the Ancient World (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2004), pp. 111-28.
 38. M. Bar-Ilan, ‘Time and its Types in Genesis 1’, Mo’ed—Annual for Jewish 
Studies, ns 14/2 (2004), pp. 1-18 [Heb.].
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to the findings of these new studies; discussions of time are rarely integrated 
into commentaries dealing with other aspects of the biblical text.39 Though 
understandable—it is not easy to take on board second order theory of this 
kind—this is unfortunate. Our assumptions about time affect profoundly 
our interpretation of biblical texts, especially those relating to such issues as 
history, the future, hope, promises, punishment, ancestors and descendants.
 Recent scholarship has replaced the simple linear conception of time with a 
more varied and complex picture. Having made the crucial point that the Bible 
is not monolithic on this matter, Brettler opts for an interplay of teleological 
and cyclical structures that might best be described as spiral.40 M. Bar Ilan 
envisages four different models of time in the Bible: Natural (both linear and 
cyclical—day follows night); Numerological (based on seven day units, not 
natural); Ritual/Quality (good and bad times), and Ritual/non-numerological 
(astronomical/scientific).41 R. Elior posits a spatial conception of time in her 
monograph on the biblical origins of some aspects of Jewish mysticism; I am 
not sure whether or not she traces this view back to the biblical authors them-
selves.42 N. Wyatt limits conceptual discussion to two footnotes and a brief 
excursus, in which he mainly cautions against the pagan/cyclical v. Israel/
linear dichotomy.43 Stern set out thinking time means calendars (he had over-
looked the dictum attributed to Marilyn Monroe: ‘I’ve been on calendars but 
I’ve never been on time’) and came to believe that ancient Jews had no sense 
of time at all (were they permanent adolescents?), just a sense of process, 
namely the activities that fill time. Stern’s interest in time emerged from an 
assumption shared by him and a conference organizer that expertise on the 
Jewish calendar qualified him to deliver a paper on Time. From the start-
ing point that time is simply and straightforwardly the entity that calendars 
organize, Stern moved to the radical position—his book’s central thesis—that 
ancient Judaism has no concept of time, but only events and process:

In antiquity, the world-view of Hebrew- and Aramaic-speaking Jews 
remained completely process-related. Reality was seen as a succession of 
objects and events, whereas the notions of time as an entity in itself, a human 
resource, a continuous flow, or a structure or dimension of the created world, 
were simply non-existent.44

 39. Commentaries on Qohelet may be the exceptions that proved the rule, but Qohe-
let’s interest in time seems to me quite different from the perspective that occupies me 
here, and I shall set it aside for present purposes.
 40. ‘Cyclical and Teleological Time in the Hebrew Bible’.
 41. ‘Time and its Types in Genesis 1’. 
 42. The Three Temples: On the Emergence of Jewish Mysticism (trans. D. Louvish; 
Oxford: The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2004). 
 43. Space and Time in the Religious Life of the Ancient Near East (The Biblical 
Seminar, 85; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002).
 44. Time and Process in Ancient Judaism, p. 127. For an author who has continued 
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It is important to emphasize that Stern is not merely claiming that Jews in 
the ancient world were unable to separate time from events and processes. 
Far more radically, he believes they were unable to conceptualize time at all. 
This is an engaging and provocative claim, but can we infer anything one 
way or another from the admittedly unnerving lack of relevant vocabulary 
and theoretical discussion in early Jewish texts? Unlike ancient Jews, we 
pepper our conversations with references to time, but it would be a mistake 
to infer from that a capacity to give even the most rudimentary account of its 
nature. If I lament that lack of time prevented me from meeting a deadline, 
I am not making an existential claim but indicating that the processes that 
occupied me were filled with other events. And even if there can be time 
without process, can there be process without time? I think not, and Stern’s 
sources too, as I read them, show awareness of the complex interaction of 
time, events and process. Several texts spring to mind that call into ques-
tion Stern’s claim that the Bible does not distinguish between time and the 
events that occur in it. In Gen. 29.20 when Jacob served Laban in anticipa-
tion of receiving Rachel as a wife, the seven years ‘seemed to him but a few 
days’. Stern might object that Jacob is making a relative claim about days 
and years, not time in the abstract, but how different is this from Einstein’s 
observation about temporal relativity: a minute sitting on a hot stove feels 
like an hour, an hour with a beautiful woman feels like a minute? In Deut. 
29.4-5 time passes without process:

‘I led you through the wilderness forty years; the clothes on your back did 
not wear out, nor did the sandals on your feet; you had no bread to eat and 
no wine or other intoxicant to drink—that you might know that I the lord 
am your God.’

As in the Genesis Rabbah texts I discussed above, time is used in the Bible 
to create an arena in which success can be measured. In Gen. 32.25-27, 
Jacob and a man wrestle until break of dawn: ‘When he saw that he had 
not prevailed against him, he wrenched Jacob’s hip at his socket, so that the 
socket of his hip was strained as he wrestled with him. Then he said, ‘Let 
me go for dawn is breaking’. It is not a fight to the death, but a temporally 
delineated contest that Jacob wins. Somewhat differently, the Bible creates 
temporal depth through such mechanisms as promises to ancestors, usually 
recollected in conditions less than tranquil; repeated patterns in history (God 
brought Israel out of Babylon as he brought them out of Egypt); and gene-
alogies (This is the record of Adam’s line—on the day God created man… 
When Noah had lived five hundred years, Noah begot Shem and Ham and 
Japheth, Gen. 5.1-32; cf. Ezra’s lists of names of those who returned from 

to emphasize the calendar, see S.M. James, On Earth as in Heaven: The Restoration of 
Sacred Time and Sacred Space in the Book of Jubilees (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 2005).
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exile in Babylon, Ezra 2.1-61). Finally, time helps preserve particularist 
identity less provocatively than space, as in Nehemiah’s use of a different 
calendar to emphasize distinctions between Jews and non-Jews after the 
return from exile:

At that time I saw men in Judah treading winepresses on the sabbath, and 
others bringing heaps of grain and loading them onto asses, also wine, 
grapes, figs, and all sorts of goods, and bringing them into Jerusalem on the 
Sabbath. I admonished them there and then for selling provisions. Tyrians 
who lived there brought fish and all sorts of wares and sold them on the 
sabbath to the Judahites in Jerusalem. I censured the nobles of Jerusalem 
saying, ‘What evil thing is this that you are doing, profaning the sabbath 
day!’ (Neh. 13.15-17).

 The absence of self-conscious explorations of time in the abstract is 
simply part and parcel of the general lack in the Bible of explicit ‘second 
order’ or theoretical thinking.45 If I am correct, however, the biblical authors 
thought in remarkably sophisticated ways about time in the abstract. I turn 
now to three separate indications of a biblical interest in time as an abstract 
concept, each of which seeks, I think, to resolve a different problem con-
nected with time and space, and each of which emanates from the exilic 
period. The first, and perhaps the earliest, chronologically speaking, is in 
Deuteronomy.

The Deuteronomic Mwyh (this day)

The space/time interplay is also evident in the Deuteronomic account of 
the re-enactment of the Sinai covenant on the plain of Moab, and this 
time serves as the solution to a problem that it precisely equivalent to the 
Abraham/Sinai dilemma. Deut. 29.4-5 implies a physical location, but from 
the outset, space and time are combined. In the verses immediately before 
the covenant pericope, the people are threatened with dispersal among the 
nations, where they will find no peace or security:

The life you shall live shall be precarious; you shall be in terror, night and day. 
In the morning you shall say, ‘If only it were evening!’, and in the evening 
you shall say, ‘If only it were morning!’. The lord will send you back to 
Egypt in galleys, by a route which I told you should you not see again. There 
you shall offer yourselves for sale to your enemies as male and female slaves, 
but none will buy. (Deut. 28.66-68)

This passage highlights time in two ways. First, we see the all too familiar 
concept of wishing away time; life is so bad that people long constantly to 

 45. Brettler, ‘Cyclical and Teleological Time in the Hebrew Bible’, p. 112, follows 
P. Machinist in identifying Qohelet as the first biblical source of second-order thinking 
on the subject of time.
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be somewhere other than the present (‘If only this were evening!’). Second, 
the people are threatened with a journey that involves going back in time 
as well as in space, as is emphasized by the implied difference between the 
duration of the original journey and the return voyage. It took them forty 
years to get to the plain of Moab, but they will return to Egypt in ships in 
but a few days. The shocking disjunction draws attention to the raw tem-
poral aspect of the wilderness wanderings; the physical location was far 
less important than the amount of time spent there. Indeed, the absence of 
real markers, spatial or temporal, gives the wilderness years a sense of time 
without process. The wilderness is a place where time passes and yet no 
changes occur—clothes do not wear out, and people do not grow thin from 
lack of sustenance (see Deut. 29.4-5 cited above).
 Deuteronomy’s most inventive temporal trick involves the use of the 
term Mwyh, this day, which both telescopes time and collapses distinctions 
between generations.46 Deuteronomy 29, especially the crucial verses 9-14, 
is rich in examples: 

You stand this day, all of you, before the lord your God—your tribal heads, 
your elders and your officials, all the men of Israel, your children, your wives, 
even the stranger within your camp, from woodchopper to water drawer, to 
enter into the covenant of the lord your God, which the lord your God 
is concluding with you this day, with its sanctions; to the end that He may 
establish you this day as His people and be your God, as He promised you 
and as He swore to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. I make this 
covenant, with its sanctions, not with you alone, but both with those who are 
standing here with us this day before the lord our God, and with those who 
are not with us here this day.

The five-fold repetition of ‘this day’ could be a biblical equivalent of the 
classical historical present, but is better described as a solution to a problem. 
The renewed covenant was intended to bind all Jews, past and present, 
but covenants required the presence of those who will be bound by them. 
Deuteronomy addresses this by insisting that all Jews were present, not in 
that space, but on that day. In the story of Moses and Rabbi Aqiba, time 
(when the revelation occurred) becomes a space (Sinai) where the relevant 
parties can meet. In Deuteronomy, a space, the plain of Moab, becomes a 
time, the day when the covenant was renewed, when all the relevant parties 
are present. ‘This day’ refers variously to the timing of the event being 
described, the day Moses is recalling it, or the day on which it is read by 
future generations. The term Mwyh, this day, seems to me to play this role 

 46. See J. Goldingay, ‘ “Kayyôm hazzeh” “on this very day”: “kayyôm” “on the 
very day” “ka’et” “at the very time” ’, VT 43 (1993), pp. 112-15; and J. Geoghegan, ‘ 
“Until this day” and the Preexilic Redaction of the Deuteronomistic History’, JBL 122 
(2003), pp. 201-27.
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throughout Deuteronomy. It occurs 74 times, almost always in the exilic 
frame, chs. 1–11 and 27–34. There are only six occurrences in chs. 12–26, 
the section of Deuteronomy that is firmly rooted in the land and where time 
is not a particular issue. There are 14 occurrences in the account of the 
covenant renewal, seven in each chapter. This suggests that Deuteronomy 
uses the strategy of concertina-ing time to resolve the problem of how gen-
erations that did not witness the covenant at Sinai or Moab can be brought 
under its wings.
 Thus far I have focused on Deuteronomy’s use of Mwyh,, this day, to 
encompass future generations, and they are indeed the main focus of 
29.9-14 (cited directly above). But Mwyh also encompasses previous genera-
tions, most notably the patriarchs. Just as the rabbinic scroll on Mount Sinai 
signals that the rabbis were there, so the allusions to the patriarchs on the 
plains of Moab signals that the patriarchs were present not just through the 
divine promises made to them, but also through their implicit association 
with Mwyh, this day. They too are among those not standing on the plain of 
Moab that day, and yet covered by the umbrella of its covenant.

Time and the Land

The creation narrative as I read it substitutes time for space, a shift that may 
plausibly have occurred during the Babylonian Exile, when space was not 
accessible. The same shift is evident in Leviticus vis-à-vis Deuteronomy 
in relation to the festivals. The Israelite festivals were originally agricul-
tural events in which the land was central. This is reflected in Deuteronomy, 
where the land remains at the very heart of the matter:

After the ingathering from your threshing floor and your vat, you shall hold 
the Feast of Booths for seven days. You shall rejoice in your festival, with 
your son, your daughter, your male and female slave, the Levite, the stranger, 
the fatherless, and the widow in your communities. You shall hold a festival 
for the lord your God seven days, in the place that the lord will choose; for 
the lord your God will bless you in all your crops and in all your undertak-
ings, and you shall have nothing but joy (Deut. 16.13-15).

Most obviously, the timing of Sukkot is linked to the agricultural event: ‘after 
the ingathering from your threshing floor and your vat’. The agricultural event 
is not the only factor; for example, there must be forty-nine days between 
Passover and Shavuot. But no actual date is given, and a system that involves 
counting from one festival to the next is likely to cohere more closely with 
the agricultural event, so that a late spring might be expected to hold up the 
cycle for the entire year. The celebration involves the people who will benefit 
from the harvest, although presumably not all who would benefit could go to 
Jerusalem to celebrate, and the reward for the proper celebration of festival is 
an agricultural blessing, extended perhaps to related enterprise (all the work 
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of your hands). The main obligation is joy, which is connected to fertility, 
human and agricultural, and yet avoids a ritual element that distracts from the 
festival’s main focus. What does distract, at least potentially, is the insistence 
on celebration at a particular place; the Temple, though not mentioned, is 
surely intended. Yet even here the reference to the chosen place could serve to 
underline the spatial priorities of the Deuteronomic authors by adding a ritual 
element that maintains the spatial focus.
 The instructions in Leviticus detailing the celebration of Sukkot repre-
sent an almost complete contrast with the Deuteronomic account:

The lord spoke to Moses, saying: Say to the Israelite people: On the fif-
teenth day of this seventh month shall be the Feast of Booths to the lord, 
seven days to the lord. The first day shall be a sacred occasion: you shall 
not work at your occupations; seven days you shall bring offerings by fire to 
the lord. On the eighth day you shall observe a sacred occasion and bring 
an offering by fire to the lord; it is a solemn gathering; you shall not work 
at your occupations (Lev. 23.33-36).

Additional obligations, ritual and semi-ritual, are, at best, a distraction from 
the festival’s agricultural element focus; at worst, they actively conflict with 
an agricultural celebration in the land of Israel. It is not easy to determine 
the precise nature of a ‘sacred occasion’ (perhaps imprecision was precisely 
the point), but the term points to a more formal structure than the generic 
‘rejoicing’ advocated by Deuteronomy.47 It is not clear how the ‘offerings by 
fire’ are related to the festival, and although sacrifices theoretically require 
the Temple, it is striking that the Temple is not mentioned. As far we can 
tell from these particular festival instructions, the sacrifices could have 
been performed anywhere. The insignificance of space is further underlined 
by the prohibition against working, which effectively strips the festival 
of its agricultural distinctiveness and brings it in line with other festivals. 
Indeed, it may even be incompatible with an actual agricultural festival. Is 
it plausible that ‘real’ farmers could suspend all activity at a busy time of 
year? Surely there would be business to attend to, even after the grain had 
reached the threshing house floor. Yet the most significant tension between 
the agricultural elements of the festival and its observance as recorded in 
Leviticus and its agricultural origins is the extraordinary emphasis on time. 
Time, as apart from process, is almost is completely absent in Deuteron-
omy. As already mentioned, the author counts from one festival to the next 

 47. B.A. Levine, Leviticus: The JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Pub-
lication Society, 1989), p. 154: ‘The Hebrew mikra’ kodesh here rendered “sacred occa-
sion”, is a somewhat ambiguous term original to the Holiness Code. The verb k-r-’ 
may mean “to proclaim” or “to summon, invite.” Accordingly, one could render mikra’ 
kodesh as “a sacred assembly, convocation,” indicating that on an occasion so desig-
nated, the community is summoned for worship and celebration’.



 5.  The Temporal Temple 165

and continues to focus on the agricultural event that triggered the count-
ing (the ingathering of grain in this case). Leviticus, on the other hand, 
gives a specific date and does not mention anything remotely agricultural. 
This should trouble anyone committed to the view that the Levitical festival 
instructions were framed to be observed in the land. Rabbinic commenta-
tors try to resolve the tension between festival and farming by suggesting, 
for example, that the date specified is sufficiently late to guarantee that the 
harvest will definitely be ready, but it is hard to see how a fixed date can 
work when the crops are real, not virtual. If the crops ripened early, people 
would harvest them and engage in the spontaneous rejoicing suggested by 
Deuteronomy’s xm#. If the harvest is late, the Levitical celebration would 
be hollow or meaningless. 
 This is not the place for detailed speculation about the implications for 
authorship and date of composition of these two competing sets of festival 
instructions, but we can draw some simple conclusions. Whether this chapter 
of Deuteronomy has a pre-exilic origin in the land or was added during the 
exile to bring Deuteronomy in line with Leviticus, it maintains a more or less 
unbreakable bond with the land of Israel. Leviticus, by contrast, minimizes 
the link to the land, suggesting an exilic provenance and, more than that, the 
possibility of long-term Diaspora. What becomes crucial for Leviticus is the 
celebration at a specific time. It is easy to see how powerful and evocative 
this would be in the Diaspora; the land remains the crucial point of contact, 
yet it no longer generates crops but rather a festival celebrated at exactly the 
same moment by Jews anywhere and everywhere. Once a possible Diaspora 
setting is posited, the concept of time becomes critical; there is nothing but 
the calendar to trigger the celebration of a harvest festival in Israel when the 
celebrants live in Babylon—or Breslov or Berlin or Barcelona.48

 This discussion should properly lead to a consideration of calendars in 
ancient Judaism, but I cannot undertake it here. Suffice to say that there is 
no need to envisage elaborate calendars at this stage; dates are more likely 
to have been fixed according to the new moon and to have depended on 
sighting, as indicated by Talmudic discussions.49 The important observation 
for our purposes is that both Deuteronomy and Leviticus use an agricultural 
festival to promote national unity, but whereas Deuteronomy achieves this 
by manipulating sacred space, Leviticus achieves it by converting space 
into time and ordering that. The time/space interplay is the priestly writers’ 
solution to the problem of maintaining national identity and a connection to 
the land in the Diaspora.

 48. Once again, I hope I am not influenced here by knowing that this is how Jewish 
festivals developed. The fact that this is what happened by no means signals that it was 
envisaged from the outset.
 49. See, e.g., b. Rosh HaShanah 2a-b. 
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The Genesis One Creation Narrative

Not surprisingly, Shabbat inspires many discussions of time (Did God 
cease from work at the end of the sixth day or the beginning of the 
seventh?). For Stern, ‘…the arbitrary nature of the seven-day cycle does 
not relate it, ipso facto, to an abstract concept of “pure time”. The week 
is primarily a socially or religiously sanctioned cycle of human activity, 
defined by the cyclical recurrence of the Sabbath, a day of human rest: its 
frame of reference, therefore, is completely process-related’.50 Yet Shabbat 
is arguably as close as the Bible comes to the event-free zone envisaged 
by philosophers who contemplate time without change. Surely the sheer 
emptiness of God’s seventh day of creation, as well as the recommended 
human imitation of it, highlights time as an entity distinct from event and 
process.
 As well as providing the empty room (a space) in which there is time but 
no process, the Genesis creation narrative offers a virtual temple, mirror-
ing the earthly temples that functioned as a microcosm of creation through 
which order is imposed on the otherwise chaotic universe. By controlling 
and regulating space within the temple, the priests in charge could affect 
their entire environment:

Religious experience…does not apprehend space homogenously but, rather, 
makes a clear differentiation between two entirely distinct realms: sacred 
space and profane space. God’s warning to Moses from the burning bush is 
a good example: ‘And he said, “Do not come closer. Remove your sandals 
from your feet, for the place on which you stand is holy ground” ’ (Exod. 
3.5) … The miracle of the bush that was ablaze and yet not consumed, the 
divine revelation from within it, are events which attest to man’s encounter 
with the ‘sacred’, the ‘holy’. Contact with the ‘Absolute Other’ converts 
a previously inconsequential place in the desert landscape into a charged 
and significant locus, ‘the centre of the world’, a point of reference in 
amorphous space. According to Mircea Eliade, sacred space enables those 
who are lost or confused, desperately seeking a foothold in a chaotic and 
meaningless reality, to seize hold of a certain point in infinite space, and 
from that point to organise their life in society, as did the gods during the 
creation of the universe.51

Ordered time served as a substitute for ordered space (Temple worship) 
when space was inaccessible, such as during exile and following the 
destruction of the Temple. Genesis 1 superimposes on creation a temporal 
matrix that orders chaos. Shabbat is pivotal in the maintenance of created 
order via weekly re-enactment. The seven-day week can be envisaged as a 
temporal temple that functioned as a microcosm of creation (Gen. 1–2.2), 

 50. Stern, Time and Process in Ancient Judaism, p. 64.
 51. A. Roitman, Envisioning the Temple (Jerusalem: Israel Museum, 2003), p. 12.
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with festivals celebrated in a sacred time conceived as a holy place (Lev. 
23.33-36; cf. Deut. 16.13-15). Rabbinic commentators saw allusions to the 
Temple in the Genesis creation narrative, albeit filtered through the lens 
of the Temple ‘blueprint’, the priestly Tabernacle.52 According to Victor 
Hurowitz, these may not be resonances but rather coincidences; it was 
common in ancient Near Eastern creation narratives to find the cosmos 
constructed like a building.53 While I generally find Hurowitz to be correct 
in all his interpretations, I remain unconvinced in this one case that there 
are no intentional echoes to Temple, or at least Tabernacle, traditions in 
Genesis 1. Nevertheless, two important points must be made. First, temple 
language in Genesis 1 may reflect the kind of thinking we find in other 
ancient Near Eastern creation accounts, whether or not it alludes to the 
Temple itself. Even if certain language and imagery is used to convey one 
specific idea—that the gods built the world in the way that humans build 
temples, for instance—it is hard to keep out other ideas that are part and 
parcel of that language, in this case, the idea that order in the temple could 
promote order in the cosmos. Second, even if temple-building allusions are 
present in Genesis 1, they are fairly faint, as if only in the form of a palimp-
sest. Several possible explanations come to mind. The narrator of Genesis 
1 may have been borrowing language from the wider environment while at 
the same time suppressing language and imagery that evoked too strongly 
non-Israelite texts.54 Alternatively, temple language may have been mini-
mized by a Holiness Code redactor attempting to shift attention from the 
Temple as the focus of texts that emanated from a priestly worldview.55 
Finally, and for me most plausibly, the temple language may already have 
been giving way to the temporal in the biblical creation narrative. The two 
themes that were interwoven in Babylonian texts are now ranked in order 
of priority by the biblical authors. Indeed, the hint of temple language may 
reflect no more than the use of a particular language field to describe an 
abstract concept with which it was originally associated.
 The interplay of time and space in Genesis 1 is evident from its opening 
verses:

 52. See e.g. Gen. R 2.5: ‘GOD SAW THE LIGHT THAT IT WAS GOOD (1.4). It 
follows that He desires the deeds of the righteous, and not the deeds of the wicked. 
R. Hiyya Rabbah said: From the very beginning of the world’s creation the Holy One, 
blessed be He, foresaw the Temple built, destroyed, and rebuilt. IN THE BEGINNING 
GOD CREATED [symbolises the Temple] built, as you read That I may plant the 
heavens, and lay the foundations of the earth, and say unto Zion, Thou art my people 
(Isa. 51.16).
 53. I Have Built You an Exalted House, p. 242.
 54. This would fit the ‘anti-pagan’ polemic reading of Gen. 1, which I do not find 
plausible.
 55. Amit, Hidden Polemics, pp. 224-40.
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When God began to create heaven and earth—the earth being unformed and 
void, with darkness over the surface of the deep and a wind from God sweep-
ing over the water—God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light. God 
saw that the light was good, and God separated the light from the darkness. 
God called the light Day, and the darkness He called Night. And there was 
evening and there was morning, a first day (Gen. 1.1-5).

God is not creating ex nihilo here, but manipulating pre-existing substances 
that constitute chaos, whbw wht. The act of creation is spatial—the earth 
is said to be unformed, and unformed mass must be formed spatially, not 
temporally. But ambiguity arrives with the shift from unformed matter to 
darkness, for which the ordering solution is light. At the end of the day 
(literally), God does not banish darkness, but orders it by confining it to a 
temporal space delineated by light: night. The product of the first day can be 
understood as the first step in ordering spatial chaos through the imposition 
of a temporal matrix (day and night), and this is confirmed with the state-
ment that a day constitutes a night and a day. Indeed, this temporal matrix 
is echoed approximately (‘evening and morning’ versus ‘day and night’) at 
the end of every subsequent day of creation.
 The acts of creation on the second day and third days are purely spa-
tial—the separation of bodies of water that produce the sky and the water 
underneath the earth (the source of wells and lakes), and the creation of veg-
etation. The emphasis on seed-bearing introduces a temporal component—
seasons are implied, as are future generations of plants and, arguably, even 
some notion of eternity—but it must be said that these are secondary to the 
primary focus: self-regeneration. God’s continued involvement in creation 
is not precluded, but neither is it required.
 The fourth day, by contrast, introduces an explicit temporal focus:

God said, ‘Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate day from 
night; they shall serve as signs for the set times—the days and the years; 
and they shall serve as lights in the expanse of the heaven to shine upon 
the earth.’ And it was so. God made the two great lights, the greater light to 
dominate the day and the lesser light to dominate the night, and the stars. And 
God set them in the expanse of the sky to shine upon the earth, to dominate 
the day and the night, and to separate light from darkness. And God saw that 
this was good. And there was evening and there was morning, a fourth day 
(Gen. 1.14-19).

The suggestion that separation can control chaos features in the accounts of 
the first, second, third, fifth and sixth days. Yet whereas on the first day the 
process of separation results in the creation of temporal units (day and night) 
which order chaos (darkness), here on the fourth day, time itself is being 
organized—chaotic, primaeval time is structured into days, weeks, months 
and years, punctuated by festivals (nJPs, ‘set times’). Many commentators 
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have noted the unusual verb l#m (nJPs, ‘dominate’), which Genesis Rabbah 
reads territorially.56 Given the possible pressure to avoid anthropomorphiz-
ing language in relation to the sun and the moon, the choice of l#m gives 
pause for thought, and may indicate that the need or at least desire to present 
time spatially outweighed other considerations.
 The fifth and sixth days are concerned with space and what fills it, but 
then the seventh day deals with time in its purest form:

The heaven and the earth were finished, and all their array. On the seventh 
day God finished the work that He had been doing, and He ceased on the 
seventh day from all the work that He had done. And God blessed the seventh 
day and declared it holy, because on it God ceased from all the work of cre-
ation that He had done (Gen. 2.1-3).

While nothing here points explicitly to a spatial reading of time, such a 
representation fits comfortably with the separating out of a distinct area; 
A.J. Heschel’s well-known notion of Shabbat as an island in time or palace 
in time is apt. In fact, however, it may be more appropriate in the case of 
Genesis 1 to speak of a temporal reading of space. Sacred space in the form 
of the Temple was no longer accessible, and thus could no longer function 
to control cosmic disorder. Genesis 1 transforms space into time, incorpo-
rating into the calendar the very ordering mechanisms that were present in 
the Temple. Having said that, it is important to acknowledge that Genesis 
1 in its role as biblical prologue reverses this process of conversion, restor-
ing the centrality of space. The Hebrew Bible opens with an account of 
the creation of the world in language that combines the Temple and the 
temporal. It closes with the reported speech of King Cyrus of Persia: ‘The 
lord God of Heaven has given me all the kingdoms of the earth, and has 
charged me with building Him a house in Jerusalem, which is in Judah. 
Any one of you of all his people, the lord his God be with him and let 
him go up’ (2 Chron. 36.23). The Temple and the land of Israel constitute 
here the sacred space into which sacred time—all history from the dawn of 
creation to the return from exile—can at once be compressed, displayed, 
and explored between the bookends of the Temple, anticipated (Gen. 1) and 
re-anticipated (2 Chron. 36).57 The well-known talmudic story of Honi the 
circle drawer, retold here by C. Pearl, helps conceptualize this: 

One day Honi ha-Me’agel (the circle drawer) went walking in the hills near 
Jerusalem when heavy rains began to fall and he was forced to take shelter. 
He found a secluded cave and went in. Soon he fell into a deep sleep and 
he remained asleep for seventy years. During that time the first Temple 

 56. Gen. R. 6.3.
 57. I thank Gershon Hepner for drawing my attention to the Temple–land inclu-
sio created by Gen. 1.1–2.3//2 Chron. 36.22-23, and for other contributions to this 
chapter.
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was destroyed by the Babylonians, and the second Temple was built by 
those who returned from the Babylonian exile more than fifty years later. 
When Honi woke up, he left the cave and saw that everything had changed. 
Where there had once been vine-yards there were now new olive groves, 
and where there had been olive groves, there were now wheat fields. He 
could not understand what had happened and in his confusion nearly lost 
his way into the city and had to ask for directions. When he finally reached 
Jerusalem he began to ask people what had happened to change things so 
much… The people were not convinced with Honi’s story and they refused 
to believe that he was Honi. But they decided to put his claim to the test. 
‘We have heard that whenever Honi the saint entered the Temple courtyard 
it immediately lit up’. Whereupon Honi made his way into the Temple and 
as he entered its precincts the whole area was filled with a brilliant light.58

 Pearl reads this as a story that privileges people over the Temple:

Honi is asleep during the destruction of the First Temple and the erection of 
the Second Temple. Why? Because the destruction of the one and the build-
ing of the other are unimportant. They do not guarantee the preservation of 
Judaism or prove the authenticity of the Jew. To achieve those goals, the Jew 
has to bring light to the world.’

I see the story of Honi differently. The period of time when the Temple was 
not standing was insignificant—literally, not worth staying awake for. Fifty 
years of exile passed without incident, as if in the darkness of one night. 
Only the light of the rebuilt Temple can illuminate Jewish history, embodied 
here in the form of Honi, a man who comes full circle.

‘The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there’59

So precisely how, then, does the biblical conception of time help with the 
question at hand—how to reconcile Abraham and Sinai? As I hope I have 
shown, the biblical authors played with perceptions of time and space to 
solve problems just such as this one. It was not their only strategy. Allu-
sions to Sinai and Sinai law at key points in the life of Abraham (Gen. 
15.17-21;60 18.19, 22.1-19;61 26.5) help close temporal and conceptual gaps. 
In addition, references to the patriarchal promises (Exod. 3.6, 15, 16) enable 
us to locate Abraham at the Burning Bush in a text preoccupied with tran-
scending temporal limits (3.2, 13, 15). Yet neither allusions nor promises 
do quite enough to close the gap that worried rabbinic commentators and, 
since Walter Moberly’s The Old Testament of the Old Testament, should 

 58. Theology in Rabbinic Stories (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1997), pp. 75-77.
 59. L.P. Hartley, The Go-Between (New York: Hamish Hamilton, 1953).
 60. See Lipton, Revisions of the Night, p. 181.
 61. R.W.L. Moberly, ‘The Earliest Commentary on the Akedah’, VT 38 (1988), pp. 
302-23.
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worry Bible scholars too. Why did the biblical redactors fail to anticipate 
this problem? The answer comes via Isaiah 40–55, where we find some-
thing close to second-order thought on time in the context of a worldview 
that chimes perfectly with the outlook of Genesis. With a few exceptions, 
God in Isaiah 40–55 predicts the future by what has occurred in the past: 
‘Bear in mind what happened of old… I foretell the end from the beginning, 
and from the start, things that had not occurred’ (46.9-10), and ‘Listen to 
me, you who pursue justice, You who seek the lord: Look to the rock from 
which you were hewn, to the quarry from which you were dug. Look back 
to Abraham your father’ (Isa. 51.1-2). Despite his inspiring Exodus rhetoric, 
Deutero-Isaiah’s internal logic dictates that the exiles will ‘return’ not to 
Deuteronomic Canaan (we came, we saw, we conquered), but to the non-
national paradigm of relatively peaceful co-existence with foreigners repre-
sented by patriarchal Canaan. In fact, it might not be putting it too strongly 
to say that Deutero-Isaiah and Genesis are advocating a return to patriarchal 
Canaan itself. As understood by these authors/redactors, patriarchal Canaan 
is a time in space—another country that exists simultaneously with their 
own, one room of many in a temporal temple. Since it was possible to travel 
to and from the place where they do things differently, to move from room 
to room, as circumstances allow and needs dictate, Abraham/Sinai was not 
a dilemma, but a set of overlapping possibilities and new opportunities: ‘Du 
siehst, mein Sohn, Zum Raum wird hier die Zeit’, ‘You see my son, time 
here becomes space’.62

 62. R. Wagner, Parsifal, end of Act 1. 



Chapter 6

terms of endeArment: 
A (very) fresh look At biblicAl lAw

The Concept of Law
On this simple account of the matter, which we shall later have to examine 
critically, there must, wherever there is a legal system, be some persons or 
body of persons issuing general orders backed by threats which are generally 
obeyed, and it must be generally believed that these threats are likely to be 
implemented in the event of disobedience. This person or body must be inter-
nally supreme and externally independent. If, following Austin, we call such 
a supreme and independent person or body of persons the sovereign, the laws 
of any country will be the general orders backed by threats which are issued 
either by the sovereign or subordinates in obedience to the sovereign.1

The second chapter of H.L.A. Hart’s monumental contribution to jurispru-
dence closes with a discussion of the proposition that behind the throne of 
every legal system there must be a ‘sovereign’ issuing ‘orders backed by 
threats’. Chapter 3 opens with a consideration of laws that do not constitute 
‘orders backed by threats’—laws that we keep by habit, such as driving 
on the left if we are English, and laws that confer power on private indi-
viduals to make contracts, or empower officials to try cases as judges or 
make rules as ministers.2 It is easy to see why biblical scholars, like the 
legal theorists represented by Austin in Hart’s discussion, have concen-
trated on the sovereign obedience model to the exclusion of all others. The 
notion of law as orders issued by a supreme and independent being who 
punishes the disobedient appears at first glance to fit the Bible like a glove. 
In this chapter I shall try to remove or at least loosen the glove, focusing 
on aspects of biblical law that are not merely distinct from the sovereign 
model, but are in tension with it. I shall argue that the ‘flexibility’ of the law 

 1. H.L.A. Hart, The Concept of Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961), 
p. 25.
 2. Hart is reacting to the model proposed by John Austin in The Province of 
Jurisprudence Determined (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, reprint 1954 [original 
1832]]).
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is demonstrated by various means, not least the many instances of central 
characters who break the law without obvious retribution; that God is in 
some sense subordinate to Torah as law; that the law survives not just in 
spite of, but precisely because of, the irregularities in its application; that 
the Bible’s marked reticence about the application and enactment of the law 
supports the anti-authoritarian thesis developed here; and that this thesis is 
also supported by the unsettled character of the law that emerges from the 
emphasis in biblical narrative on the natural and historical consequences of 
breaking it, rather than on institutionally administered sanctions. Finally, I 
shall try to show that the notion of law as obedience to a sovereign figure, 
if generalized, renders it near impossible to identify and explore some of 
the primary values and functions of biblical law.3 Before proceeding, I must 
make the obvious point that the Bible has a range of images and idioms for 
conveying and exploring law. Most conventionally, it offers lists of rules 
and regulations with their attendant punishments and rewards.4 Most influ-
entially, I think, the Bible equates law with God’s word and explores it 
through narrative interactions, and these latter will my focus here. I am not 
suggesting that all narratives in which God addresses the human protagonist 
should, or even may, be read as explorations of divine law and the appro-
priate human response. Rather, I am claiming that narratives in which God 
issues a clear instruction that appears to demand obedience may usefully be 
read as a guide to how people should ideally respond to laws that occur in 
straightforwardly legal contexts, such as law codes.

Multi-functional Biblical Law

Any society whose legal code applies simultaneously to itself, the world at 
large and the cosmos must inevitably confront the question of how best to 
regulate law. How, for example, can law be prioritized and enforced without 
alienating, or worse decimating, the people it binds? How can we avoid the 
culture of intimidation in a quasi-police state where armed men patrol the 
streets to guard against infractions? A society in which law reigns supreme 
over almost every aspect of waking life, and in which death or some form 
of exclusion features prominently among penalties incurred, would quickly 
find itself with few surviving members! Two obvious options present them-
selves. The first is to diminish the significance of the law, or even dispense 

 3. I dedicate this chapter to Hyman Gross—loyal friend and stimulating conversa-
tion partner of more than two decades—and thank him for drawing my attention to 
the relevance of H.L.A. Hart’s work to my present interests. Hyman knew how much 
this connection would please me; Hart made a great impression in my formative years, 
when I was fortunate to have opportunities to converse with him. 
 4. E.g. Exod. 21–23, and Deut. 21–25.
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altogether with its enforcement, focusing instead on the values and ideals 
it was intended to promote. This represents my understanding of Christian-
ity’s response to biblical law.5 The second option is to maintain law in its 
pure form whilst granting immense dispensations in its application. This I 
see as the Jewish approach.
 Although ancient Israel was by no means unique in the ancient Near 
East in having a law code (indeed, some of Israel’s laws had probable Near 
Eastern origins6), it is unique in presenting its laws in the context of nar-
ratives that describe their formation and application.7 This contextualizing 
presentation has a dramatic impact. No other ancient Near Eastern law code 
includes provisions for what happens when its laws are broken, other than 
the statutory curses and cuttings off. Viewed in isolation, the biblical law 
codes are no different. But although there are no provisions within the legal 
codes themselves for reinstatement following major infraction, the narra-
tives in which biblical law codes are embedded demonstrate that the laws 
indeed can be broken without risk of total exclusion. Unlike Hammurabi, 
so far as we can infer from his code, God the divine law-giver seems to 
be more or less infinitely flexible. The best example of God’s flexibility 
in relation to the law occurs in the Sinai narrative itself. While Moses is 
on Mount Sinai collecting the Ten Commandments, the Israelites are busy 
building the Golden Calf. When Moses discovers that Israel has broken the 
crucial exclusive fidelity commandment even before he is safely down the 
mountain with the two tablets, he responds by breaking the tablets, literally. 
Yet the covenant survives. Moses returns to Mount Sinai and God gives 
him another set of commandments, this time allowing for a greater level 
of human participation—God dictates and Moses writes. The narrative in 
which Israel’s laws are embedded thus establishes once and for all that even 
those who break the core commandments can expect a second chance (at 
least). The laws themselves are not made to adapt to human fragility—we 
assume that the second set of tablets contains the same commandments as 
the first—but the law-giver shows himself to be extremely flexible over 
their application.

 5. I am aware that this represents an oversimplification, and that I should perhaps 
be speaking about Paul, not about Christianity as a whole, but I think my view is not 
without justification. I take this opportunity to acknowledge that polarizing discussions 
about love and law, some well-intentioned and others less so, have no doubt stimulated 
my interest in showing that biblical law and love are inextricably intertwined.
 6. See, e.g., V.A. Hurowitz, ‘Hammurabi in Mesopotamian Tradition’, in Y. Sefati 
et al. (eds.), ‘An Experienced Scribe Who Neglects Nothing’: Ancient Near Eastern 
Studies in Honor of Jacob Klein (Bethesda, MD: University Press of Maryland, 2005), 
pp. 497-532.
 7. This reading is offered by J. Nohrnberg in Like unto Moses: The Constituting of 
an Interruption (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995).
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 Although Exodus 32–34 may be the most vivid example of how narra-
tive extends and underpins law, there is a sense in which almost all biblical 
narrative may be thus interpreted. The Hebrew Bible abounds with tales of 
righteous people who break laws with impunity. Indeed, it is hard to iden-
tify figures who do not commit minor infractions, and significant characters 
tend to break the laws, or at least their spirit, quite dramatically.8 David, 
the king who commits adultery and then arranges for his pregnant partner’s 
husband, a loyal officer in his own army, to die on the front-lines, is the 
clearest example, but there are many others. The first couple eats the forbid-
den fruit. Noah may be righteous in his generation, but he celebrates saving 
the world by getting drunk, thus creating an opportunity for his son to do 
something illicit with him. Lot escapes destruction at Sodom and Gomor-
rah, but he too falls prey to the woes of sex and alcohol. Abraham lies 
about his relationship with his wife, causing her to end up in the harem of 
a foreign king—twice! Aaron participates in the manufacture of the golden 
calf, and Moses loses patience with Israel over a rock and forfeits his place 
in the Promised Land.
 There are many possible explanations for what seems to be a system-
atic attempt by Hebrew Bible authors to undermine their central characters. 
Moses’ absence in the Passover Haggadah is traditionally related to anxiety 
about competition; too much emphasis on Moses might lead Jews to infer 
that he, rather than God, brought them out of Egypt. In fact, the fear of com-
petition is arguably not a rabbinic invention but a theme deeply engrained 
in Exodus itself. Why else does God choose a reluctant leader with a speech 
defect and a hot temper who cannot delegate? Noah’s drunkenness, Lot’s 
incest, Abraham’s readiness to compromise his wife for financial gain, and 
David’s adultery (and worse) may thus be intended to emphasize that no 
human beings can compare with God, who is the only perfect role model. 
Or is he?
 Perhaps more pertinent than anxiety over competition between people 
and God is the fear of tension between potential role models, human or 
otherwise, and the law. Even God is not idealized in the Hebrew Bible. 
He seems to have a hot temper and a short memory, requiring a rainbow 
to remind him to keep his covenant (Gen. 9.13-15); he consistently over-
reacts to sin, requiring prophet intercession to prevent him from destroying 
his own people (Exod. 32.9-14); and he systematically withholds pun-
ishment from those he loves, punishing their innocent offspring instead 
(2 Sam. 12.13-14; Isa. 3.5-8). The fact that a delayed reckoning, understood 
in its ancient Near Eastern context, may be a sign of divine mercy rather 

 8. Hepner, Legal Friction, offers a detailed account of how biblical narratives 
respond to biblical laws.
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than favouritism or injustice,9 does not detract from the general point. 
According to the Hebrew Bible, even God needs a legal code and mecha-
nisms to help him enforce justice. Biblical narratives serve to show that 
Israel depends ultimately on law; even if God brought them of Egypt, thus 
negating their contractual obligation to Pharaoh, it is not God but Torah law 
that determines their welfare in the land.
 Paradoxically, biblical accounts of humans who break laws and yet retain 
their proximity to God are indispensable in helping to keep law viable. 
Without a means of demonstrating the limitations of application that does 
not compromise the law itself, the law would ultimately be rejected or down-
graded. Narrative accounts of realistically drawn characters, not positive or 
negative role models, were thus central to the project of maintaining and pri-
oritizing law. This perspective on the relationship between law and narrative 
is diametrically opposed to what I take to be Martha Nussbaum’s view of phi-
losophy and tragedy in The Fragility of Goodness.10 Nussbaum sees tragedy 
as demonstrating the limitations of philosophy as a universal moral system by 
showcasing situations it cannot address. Far from undermining law, biblical 
narratives use complex characters who commit infractions yet stay within the 
system to make the essential point that biblical law can survive application.
 Finally, the notion that law was not primarily, or at least not only, practi-
cal is reinforced by the absence of narratives that describe the application of 
laws. A possible exception occurs in Jethro’s consultation with Moses just 
before the Sinai revelation (Exod. 18.17-27), though this may have been an 
editorial afterthought, intended to address precisely the concern I raise here. 
Moreover, the theme of broken law runs throughout the Bible; there is no 
golden age, not even in prospect, and no moment when Israel looked set for 
a life of obedience on the land. Furthermore, given our knowledge of histori-
cal circumstances, law may be better characterized as explanatory rather than 
causal. For example, Deuteronomy’s claim that the worship of other gods will 
lead to drought (Deut. 11.13-21) does not imply the existence of a carefully 
calibrated system of punishments and crimes in which the crime of idolatry 
is punished by lack of rain, but points rather to a set of causes and effects in 
which drought was attributed to idolatry. To give another example, depen-
dence on the surrounding nations, or mixing with foreigners within Israel, 
could result in the loss of national autonomy, which might well end in exile. 
At the same time, the law offers a structure in which national autonomy could 
be promoted and which, if adhered to, could prevent assimilation and exile. 

 9. Muffs, Love and Joy, pp. 9-48.
 10. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986. J. Barton outlines its possible 
application to biblical ethics in ‘Reading for Life’, in J. Rogerson et al. (eds.), The 
Bible in Ethics: The Second Sheffield Colloquium (JSOTSup, 207; Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1995), pp. 66-76.
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Thus the representation of assimilation as a crime and exile as its particular 
punishment had its own sociological logic, and, at the same time, may have 
generated respect for the law and underscored the notion of its divine source 
(who but God could have executed the threat of exile?).

Law and Order

Among the many complex functions of law outlined by Lawrence Rosen in 
his book Law and Culture is the ordering of the cosmos:

…the predominant point of some legal systems may be the maintenance of 
cosmological sense rather than ‘practical’ dispute resolution. Two exam-
ples are worth noting in this regard, those of Jewish law and Tibetan law. 
Jewish law from the Mishnaic period… starts from the supposition that it is 
the human power to create categories that fulfills God’s intended purpose. 
Reason operates by posing examples that, while they may seem so unreal 
as to be outlandish, actually serve to hone and enact the vital requirement 
that one attain purity by discerning and maintaining the proper categories 
into which all things should fall. Unusual examples test this capacity… It 
is not, of course, the situations per se that are the issue: It is that using such 
cases to demonstrate that the law is part of the entire process of being holy 
by maintaining a world in which things are true to their kind.11

What Rosen claims for Mishnaic law, I claim for the Bible itself. I focus on 
one particular way in which biblical law may be said to have ordered the 
world, in the broadest sense of that term, of ancient Israel. My reading turns 
its back on the arena of crime and punishment, telegrams and anger, that 
law usually inhabits. I see law instead as a vehicle for unending, interactive 
engagement—that is, a two-way process between people of different status, 
between people of equal status, and, above all, between people and God. 
The closest approximation of this dialogic engagement is erotic love, and 
its ultimate goal, theologically speaking, is intercession. As in my earlier 
chapters on the kingship of God and Abraham at Sodom and Gomorrah, I 
adopt here the definition of intercession developed by Yochanan Muffs in 
his seminal article, ‘Who will stand in the breach?’. That is, I see interces-
sion as the prophet’s central task—standing in the breach to protect Israel 
from divine anger—and I see law alongside prophecy as a key vehicle of 
intercession in the Bible.

Law like Love

As I interpret it here, Torah law is the vehicle that preserves and regenerates 
God’s loving relationship with Moses (Israel). Its central task is to record 

 11. Law as Culture: An Invitation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006), 
pp. 175-76.
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and perpetuate the combined voices of God and Moses, and the loving 
engagement they reflect, so that future generations of Jews may recreate 
this dialogue in their own engagement, using law as an agent of intercession 
against God’s angry attempts to annihilate them. Perhaps the most signifi-
cant consequence of my understanding of law as a record of a dialogue that 
has the capacity to function as an agent of intercession is that it calls into 
question the importance of obedience in relation to law. On my reading, law 
does not bring order and stability to the cosmos by imposing a set of terms 
and conditions that Israel must keep. Rather, it reminds God that he should 
do nothing that might endanger, let alone terminate, his relationship with 
Israel. In this respect, biblical law has a close parallel in John Donne’s love 
letters, as he characterizes them in ‘The Valediction’. Donne wants to show 
his lover how she can ‘anger destiny’ when he is gone by reading the love 
letters they wrote to each other and reflecting on their value as a model for 
future lovers. The letters written by Donne and his lover are more than a gift 
of love and the mechanism for reciprocation; they regenerate, record and 
preserve for posterity the loving relationship they initiated.12 It is important 
to recognize that Donne does not identify the letters as his replacement, 
although the substitution will occur only once he is dead. Rather, they will 
embody his engagement with his lover, and in this respect they can act 
on his lover’s behalf in his absence, and as a model for future lovers who 
neither knew nor cared for Donne and his mistress, but strive like them to 
‘anger destiny’, as destiny angers them, through their immortal love: 

Study our manuscripts, those myriads
Of letters, which have past ‘twixt thee and me,
Thence write our annals, and in them will be
To all whom love’s subliming fire invades,
Rule and example found;
There the faith of any ground
No schismatic will dare to wound,
That sees, how love this grace to us affords,
To make, to keep, to use, to be these his records.13

Needless to say, the parallel is not perfect, since in our case God is both one 
of the lovers whose letters are preserved, and the force of destiny that, in 
Donne’s case, strives to annihilate immortal love. Nevertheless, this com-
parison helps elicit what may be the key feature of my reading, namely, 
the extent to which it undermines the standard equation of biblical law and 
God’s voice in soliloquy in favour of the view that law combines the voices 
of God and Israel.

 12. In this respect, the model I am proposing here is similar to the Torah as ketubah 
midrash in Lam. R. 3.21, reproduced in Chapter 3. In both cases, Jews read a text to 
recall the love between God and Israel.
 13. From ‘A Valediction: of the Book’.
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 I should note that, while these claims about biblical law may be radical,14 
they should not, on reflection be surprising. First, the attitude they reflect 
is a pragmatic necessity. Second, since Israel almost never obeys the laws, 
it would be strange indeed if the biblical authors offered law as a form of 
protection based on obedience. And third, the dialogic aspect of law fits 
well with the Deuteronomic perception of law as a substitute for worship 
following the centralization of the cult. An unintended side-effect of the 
proposed closing down of local shrines was that ‘direct’ encounters with 
God were reserved for those with access to Jerusalem. Deuteronomy offers 
the observance of law as a substitute for encounter with God via the sacri-
ficial cult, which suggests that for the Deuteronomic author the keeping of 
the law is a form of worship intended for the keeper/worshipper’s benefit. 
Cultic worship aspired to manage the world through expressions of grati-
tude and the removal of wrong-doing and its consequences. If law is seen 
as a replacement for the cult, giving those it binds a focus in the absence of 
a shrine or temple, it should come as no surprise that the potential for inter-
cession is built into the very fabric of biblical law. That is, we should expect 
to discover upon further analysis that law substitutes for what its framers 
perceived as lost engagement, and that one of its functions was to serve in 
an intercessory role in place of what was lost.

Hearing Voices: Rabbi Eliezer and the Carob Tree

The idea that a central task of law is to maintain order in the world by pre-
serving engagement, at all times and at any cost, between one Israelite or 
Jew and another and between God and Israel, is articulated with particular 
clarity in the much-analysed talmudic story of Rabbi Eliezer and the oven 
of Akhnai (b. Baba Metzia 59b). This narrative has been used by so many 
commentators, in support of so many diverse and inevitably conflicting 
claims, that it is practically the source of whatever validation a reader hopes 
to find.15 But since the story of the Talmud’s most famous dispute functions 
as a perfect building block for my model of law as a type of erotic engage-
ment, I shall risk adding another voice to the chorus.

 14. I am not aware of others who see the erotic potential for biblical law. David M. 
Carr, for example, makes no mention of this aspect of law in The Erotic Word: Sexual-
ity, Spirituality and the Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).
 15. I shall not offer a bibliography here, but of particular interest are D. Boyarin, 
Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1990), pp. 33-77 and, opposing Boyarin’s reading, M. Fisch, Rational Rabbis: Science 
and Talmudic Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), pp. 78-88. See 
also J. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories: Narrative Art, Composition, and Culture (Balti-
more: John Hopkins University Press, 1999), pp. 34-63. Rubenstein, p. 314 n. 1, lists 
a selection of scholarly discussions of this text. 
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 The narrative has two distinct parts, which I shall analyse one at a time.

…and this was the oven of ‘Akhnai. Why [the oven of] ‘Akhnai?—Said 
Rab Judah in Samuel’s name: [It means] that they encompassed it with 
arguments as a snake, and proved it unclean. It has been taught: On that 
day R. Eliezer brought forward every imaginable argument, but they did 
not accept them. Said he to them: ‘If the halakhah agrees with me, let 
this carob-tree prove it!’ Thereupon the carob-tree was torn a hundred 
cubits out of its place—others affirm, four hundred cubits. ‘No proof can 
be brought from a carob-tree,’ they retorted. Again he said to them: ‘If 
the halakhah agrees with me, let the stream of water prove it!’ Where-
upon the stream of water flowed backwards—‘No proof can be brought 
from a stream of water’, they rejoined. Again he urged: ‘If the halakhah 
agrees with me, let the walls of the schoolhouse prove it,’ whereupon the 
walls inclined to fall. But R. Joshua rebuked them, saying: ‘When schol-
ars are engaged in a halakhic dispute, what have you to interfere?’ Hence 
they did not fall, in honour of R. Joshua, nor did they resume the upright, 
in honour of R. Eliezer; and they are still standing thus inclined. Again 
he said to them: ‘If the halakhah agrees with me, let it be proved from 
Heaven!’ Whereupon a Heavenly Voice cried out: ‘Why do you dispute 
with R. Eliezer, seeing that in all matters the halakhah agrees with him!’ 
But R. Joshua arose and exclaimed: ‘It is not in heaven.’ What did he mean 
by this?—Said R. Jeremiah: Given that the Torah had already been given 
at Mount Sinai; we pay no attention to a Heavenly Voice, because you 
have long since written in the Torah at Mount Sinai, After the majority 
must one incline. R. Nathan met Elijah and asked him: What did the Holy 
One, Blessed be He, do in that hour?—He laughed [with joy], he replied, 
saying, ‘My sons have defeated Me, My sons have defeated Me.’

As usually interpreted, the Akhnai oven narrative deals with authority and 
legal interpretation. Rabbi Eliezer operates on the assumption that halakhah 
(Jewish law) was fixed on Mount Sinai and handed down unaltered from 
one generation of approved rabbis to another. Rabbi Joshua represents the 
opposite point of view—God gave the Torah to Israel on Mount Sinai, and 
halakhah must henceforth be debated afresh in each generation; not even 
God himself can intervene unilaterally to affect the halakhic process. The 
story is generally understood as a polemic by adherents of ‘majority rule’ 
(Joshua) versus ‘tradition’ (Eliezer). I shall not repeat or even attempt to 
summarize the many analyses that have gone before. Rather, I shall focus 
on an aspect of the narrative that is not generally discussed, namely, its 
emphasis on Torah as a blend of divine and human voices. Exegetes who 
treat this aspect of the narrative at all approach it historically: see here 
(some of) the rabbis validating their own activity and their oral Torah. As 
suggested by its enormous popularity among commentators, however, the 
significance of the story of Rabbi Eliezer and the carob tree transcends 
its original context. My interest is not what it has to say about the his-
torical relationship of oral to written Torah, important as that is, but its 
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timeless exploration of the themes of law, intercession, and engagement 
with God.
 The Akhnai narrative opens with a dispute—nothing remarkable there!—
over whether or not a particular type of oven is pure. This, of course, is a 
serious issue in talmudic terms; no doubt in full awareness of where it could 
lead, rabbis did not simply overturn the decisions of other rabbis on matters 
of purity and impurity. Having brought ‘all the arguments in the world’ 
to this particular dispute, Rabbi Eliezer resorts to a different strategy for 
winning the debate: summoning not further argument but miracles. One by 
one, Rabbi Joshua disqualifies as a source of evidence the walking carob 
tree, the river that runs backwards, and the study house whose walls incline 
but do not fall. Finally, Rabbi Eliezer calls upon God himself and, in a 
scene reminiscent of Woody Allen’s memorable encounter with Marshall 
McLuhan in Annie Hall, a voice from heaven gives its unqualified endorse-
ment of all Rabbi Eliezer’s halakhic rulings. Several observations are in 
order. First, Rabbi Eliezer has already made all the arguments in the world; 
his new strategy is not, as I have just noted, more powerful argumenta-
tion, but nor does he actually appeal to miracles. Rather, he seeks interces-
sion, hence the verb xykwy, which is most often associated with reproach 
or reproof, but also signals constructive third-party intervention, especially 
through argument.16 Rabbi Eliezer requests, and receives, a divine endorse-
ment that will guarantee victory over Rabbi Joshua and end their dispute 
once and for all. But Rabbi Joshua rejects the divine intervention with the 
words, ‘The Torah is not in heaven’, a near quotation of Deut. 30.12. Using 
the Torah (indeed, Deuteronomy, the clearest possible blend of the voices 
of God and Moses) against God (his own, single voice), Rabbi Joshua wins 
the day. The narrative conclusion underscores his victory. While all this is 
going on down below, Elijah passes by the heavenly throne and hears God 
laughing while lamenting to himself, ‘My sons have defeated me, my sons 
have defeated me’.
 Once the argument has been concluded in his favour, Rabbi Joshua 
excommunicates Rabbi Eliezer. At this point, the narrative focus shifts from 
Rabbi Joshua to Rabban Gamliel, the head of Rabbi Joshua’s Academy at 
Yavneh, and the brother of Eliezer’s wife, Ima Shalom (‘Mother Peace’):

It was said: On that day all objects which R. Eliezer had declared clean 
were brought and burnt in fire. Then they took a vote and excommuni-
cated him. Said they, ‘Who shall go and inform him?’ ‘I will go,’ answered 
R. Akiba, ‘lest an unsuitable person go and inform him, and thus destroy 
the whole world.’ What did R. Akiba do? He donned black garments and 
wrapped himself in black, and sat at a distance of four cubits from him. 

 16. See BDB, s.v. xky, which includes ‘argue with’, ‘convince’, ‘correct’, and ‘reason 
with’ among its definitions.
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‘Akiba,’ said R. Eliezer to him, ‘what has particularly happened to-day?’ 
‘Master,’ he replied, ‘it appears to me that your companions hold aloof from 
you.’ Thereupon he too rent his garments, put off his shoes, removed [his 
seat] and sat on the earth, whilst tears streamed from his eyes. The world 
was then smitten: a third of the olive crop, a third of the wheat, and a third 
of the barley crop. Some say, the dough in women’s hands swelled up. 

A Tanna taught: Great was the calamity that befell that day, for everything 
at which R. Eliezer cast his eyes was burned up. R. Gamliel too was travel-
ling in a ship, when a huge wave arose to drown him. ‘It appears to me,’ he 
reflected, ‘that this is on account of none other but R. Eliezer b. Hyrcanus.’ 
Thereupon he arose and exclaimed, ‘Sovereign of the Universe! You know 
full well that I have not acted for my honour, nor for the honour of my 
paternal house, but for yours, so that strife may not multiply in Israel!’ At 
that the raging sea subsided. 

Ima Shalom was R. Eliezer’s wife, and sister to R. Gamliel. From the time 
of this incident onwards she did not permit him to fall upon his face. Now 
a certain day happened to be New Moon, but she mistook a full month for 
a defective one. Others say, a poor man came and stood at the door, and 
she took out some bread to him. [On her return] she found him fallen on 
his face. ‘Arise,’ she cried out to him, ‘you have slain my brother.’ In the 
meanwhile an announcement was made from the house of Rabban Gamliel 
that he had died. ‘How do you know it?’ he questioned her. ‘I have this 
tradition from my father’s house: All gates are locked, except the gates of 
wounded feelings.’

 Seeing Rabbi Eliezer’s distress at being excommunicated, God afflicts 
the world with natural disasters, paralleling perhaps, as Rubenstein sug-
gests, the three miracles that Eliezer brings as ‘proof’ in Part One. But the 
excommunication stands. Knowing that her husband’s reinstatement would 
entail her brother Gamliel’s death, Ima Shalom prevents Rabbi Eliezer from 
performing the particular form of intercessory prayer that would guarantee 
a divine response.17 But one day she is distracted, Rabbi Eliezer performs 
the powerful prayer, and a shofar blast from Rabban Gamliel’s house is the 
sign that its occupant had died.18 Whereas Rabbi Joshua was the clear victor 
in Part One, Rabbi Eliezer’s victory in Part Two is undermined by some 
distressing side-effects, and by no means turns the tables. Part Two does not 

 17. This too echoes Josh. 6.6, 10-11, where Joshua intercedes for Israel by means of 
petitionary mourning rituals. For a discussion of petitionary mourning, though without 
reference to this example in Joshua, see S.M. Olyan, Biblical Mourning: Ritual and 
Social Dimensions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), pp. 62-96, and by pros-
trating himself. But God, taking the role of Ima Shalom, tells him to rise; Israel must 
pay for its sins.
 18. Cf. perhaps Josh. 6.5, 20 (see below for a discussion of an intertextual relation-
ship between these texts), where the sound of the shofar precedes the destruction of the 
Jericho.
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conclude with a voice from heaven admitting defeat or proclaiming victory. 
Indeed God’s voice is notably absent in the second narrative (even the mir-
acles and answered prayers draw more attention to Rabbi Eliezer than to 
God), and the only audible sound is the shofar call announcing the death of 
Rabban Gamliel. Added to this, the narrative contains more than a hint that 
a real victory would have been represented by a different kind of interces-
sion: the successful reconciliation by Ima Shalom (the Mother of Peace!) of 
her husband and her brother.
 The most important explanation for the apparently conflicting conclu-
sions of Parts One and Two lies in the precise details of the dispute between 
Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Joshua. Many exegetes have commented on the 
Akhnai Oven but, as far as I know, they are united in seeing the three mir-
acles as arbitrary, reflecting at most the episode’s naturalistic setting in a 
study house near a river and an orchard. As I read this text, the choice of 
the miracles is determined by wordplay, each alluding to an aspect of Torah 
study, the explicit subject of Rabbi Joshua’s punchline (‘it is not in heaven’). 
I am grateful to Gershon Hepner for supporting my intuition that wordplay 
plays a central role in this narrative by identifying a crucial example that 
I had not seen.19 Two commonly offered interpretations of Akhnai are that 
it is the name of the oven’s owner, or that it is derived from the Aramaic 
form of the Greek echis or echidna, snake. On this latter account, the oven 
is so called because it is made from a coil of clay and has the appearance 
of a snake. The Talmud itself appears to allude to a snake when it reports 
R. Yehudah’s claim in the name of R. Samuel that ‘they surrounded it with 
words like a snake, and declared it impure’. According to Hepner, however, 
Akhnai alludes to Joshua 7, in which Achan (cf. Akhnai) violates the herem 
at Jericho and Joshua (cf., R. Joshua) is required by God to burn by fire 
Achan and all that he owns. Hepner’s reading of Akhnai is consistent with 
the Talmud’s own parsing of the term ‘they encircled him with words’. At 
first glance the verb ‘encircle’, Pyqh, seems simply to apply to the snake, 
but it also represents a second allusion to Joshua 6, where the same verb 
describes the encircling of the city of Jericho (v. 3). Read in this light, the 
talmudic narrative condemns R. Eliezer from the outset. In declaring the 
oven ritually pure, Eliezer is equated with Achan, who risked bringing 
calamity on all Israel (Josh. 6.18) by taking for himself three objects (cf. 
Eliezer’s three miracles), namely silver shekels and a gold wedge that had 
been designated for the lord (6.18), and a Shinar mantle that should have 
remained in the city and been burned. For violating the herem by clinging 
to a mantle he should have burned, Achan is himself burned. Rabbi Eliezer 
is not burned, but his opponents do the next best thing, excommunicating 
him (cf. herem) and burning all those objects that he had declared ritually 

 19. Personal communication.
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pure. In other contexts—the Elijah and Elisha narrative in 2 Kings 2, for 
example—a mantle, trd), signals the transmission of authority from one 
generation to the next.20 By equating R. Eliezer with Achan, who takes a 
mantle that God had designated for the herem, the talmudic author is, at 
the very least, undermining R. Eliezer’s claim to be an heir to Sinai tradi-
tion. Indeed, since the mantle stolen by Achan had been designated not for 
another wearer, but for total destruction, the talmudic author may intend to 
undermine the concept of inherited authority altogether, as is suggested by 
other elements of this narrative. As well as denigrating R. Eliezer through 
the association with Achan, the talmudic author elevates R. Joshua, the 
man in whose honour walls refuse to fall, by comparing him to the biblical 
Joshua, on whose authority walls fall down, and who is the rightful heir of 
Moses.
 I turn now to the ‘miracles’ themselves, all of which involve word plays 
relating to some form of Torah study. First, the word bwrx (harov), carob 
tree, is an anagram of Horeb, Deuteronomy’s name for Sinai.21 This reading 
is reinforced by the traditional image of the Torah as a tree (‘it is a tree of life 
for those who grasp it’),22 and by the associations of the verb rq(, to uproot, 
which the Talmud applies to mountains in connection with a certain approach 
to scholarship. Indeed, in the context of a discussion precisely equivalent 
to this one, b. Berachot 64b contrasts an Myrh rqw(, literally, ‘uprooter of 
mountains’ (a scholar skilled in dialectic), with a ‘Sinai’, a scholar, such 
as R. Eliezer,23 who has a comprehensive overview of tradition.24 Since the 

 20. Elijah, a figure traditionally identified by the rabbis as a source of explication for 
legal disputes that cannot be resolved, provides in our narrative the information about 
God’s response to this event (‘my sons have defeated me’).
 21. I thank Gershon Hepner for this suggestion.
 22. Prov. 3.18, of wisdom but understood as Torah already in m. Pirkei Avot 6.7.
 23. I thank Menachem Fisch (personal communication) for pointing out to me that 
R. Eliezer is an exemplary ‘Sinai’, never leaking even a drop of tradition from his lined 
cistern.
 24. This concerns the rivalry between R. Joseph and Rabbah in 309 ce over precisely 
this issue (who should be head of the Academy): ‘R. Abin the Levite said: Whoever 
tries to force his [good] fortune will be dogged by [ill] fortune, and whoever forgoes 
his [good] fortune will postpone his [ill] fortune. This we can illustrate from the case 
of Rabbah and R. Joseph. For R. Joseph was “Sinai” and Rabbah was “an uprooter of 
mountains”. The time came when they were required [to be head of the Academy]. 
They [the collegiates] sent there [to Palestine] to ask, As between “Sinai” and an 
“uprooter of mountains” ’ which should have the preference? They sent answer: Sinai, 
because all require the owner of wheat. Nevertheless, R. Joseph would not accept the 
post, because the astrologers had told him that he would be head for only two years. 
Rabbah thereupon remained head for twenty-two years, and R. Joseph after him for 
two years and a half. During all the time that Rabbah was head, R. Joseph did not so 
much as summon a cupper to come to his house.’
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Talmud’s concern does not seem to be the strict designation of these terms to 
R. Eliezer and R. Joshua respectively, but rather to make a structural point, 
their exact significance need not concern us here. Suffice to say that the 
‘uprooter of mountains’ is traditionally set up in opposition to the ‘Sinai’, 
from which we can infer that, far from securing the Sinai tradition, the author 
of the narrative takes R. Eliezer to be undermining it. The second miracle 
likewise contains a wordplay concerning Torah. The term Mymh tm) (amat 
ha’mayim), literally a specified length of water, may be read in unpointed 
Hebrew as two separate words, tm) (emet) and Mymh (ha’mayim), both of 
which signify Torah in the Talmud. The notion of Torah as truth, tm), is 
axiomatic in Jewish tradition, and b. Berachot 8b equates them explicitly: 
hrwt wz tm), truth this is Torah. And as for water, what, as the Talmud itself 
asks repeatedly, is water if not Torah?25 The third miracle needs no unpack-
ing; the study house whose walls incline whilst yet maintaining respect for 
all those within is simply the place where Torah is interpreted and where no 
interpretation can be suppressed.26 In each case, something strongly identi-
fied with Torah intervenes with the aim that one Rabbi’s point of view will 
trump the point of view of another Rabbi. In each case, the intervention 
is rejected; Torah (not, as usually understood, miracles) cannot be used in 
this way. This is made explicit with the final intervention—the voice from 
heaven that mistakenly thinks it is Torah! Rabbi Joshua rejects this hubristic 
assertion with his reminder, based on a prooftext from Deuteronomy, that the 
Torah is not in heaven.
 Precisely what Rabbi Joshua finds unacceptable in the notion of Torah 
from heaven is clarified by a glance at the verbs used in connection with 

 25. See, e.g., b. Avodah Zarah 5b commenting on Isa. 55.1, and b. Baba Kama 7a, 
17a. The term Mymh tm) also occurs in b. Ta’anit 5b–6a as one of a concentrated group 
of Torah images: ‘[R. Nahman] said: Pray Master, bless me. He replied: Let me tell you 
a parable. To what may this be compared? To a man who was journeying in the desert. 
He was hungry, weary and thirsty and he came upon a tree whose fruits were sweet, 
whose shade was pleasant, and which had stream of water flowing beneath it. He ate 
from its fruits, drank from the water, and rested under its shade. When he was about to 
continue his journey, he said: Tree, oh Tree, with what shall I bless you? Shall I say to 
you, “May your”? They are sweet already. [Shall I ask] that your shade be pleasant? It 
is already pleasant. [Shall I ask] that a stream of water may flow beneath you? A stream 
of water flows already beneath you! Therefore [I say], “May it be [God’s] will that all 
the shoots taken from you are like you”. So also with you. With what shall I bless you? 
With Torah? You already possess Torah. With riches? You have riches already. With 
children? You have children already. Therefore [I say], “May it be [God’s] will that 
your offspring be like you”.’ Strictly speaking, R. Nahman’s l#mn (nimshal) interprets 
the channel of water as children, but there is no need to read the equations so rigidly, 
especially since water is not elsewhere to my knowledge identified with offspring.
 26. An allusion may be intended to Josh. 6.5, which predicts the collapse of Jer-
icho’s city wall once the troops have completed seven circuits on the seventh day.
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each miraculous intervention. In order to move from its place (Mwqm, a 
rabbinic name for God), the carob tree must be uprooted. In addition to 
my comments above on the verb rq(, uproot, I note also its highly nega-
tive association with barrenness. In the context of the implicit debate over 
‘chain of tradition’ (Rabbi Eliezer) versus ‘interpretation afresh’ (Rabbi 
Joshua), it implies that Rabbi Eliezer is both disassociating Torah from God 
and depriving it of descendants, namely, the sages in each generation who 
will keep it alive by debating it afresh. The verb rzx has a range of mean-
ings, but in this context it indicates that the Torah/channel of water does 
not merely change direction, but twists back awkwardly on itself, running 
perversely against the grain. Significantly, perhaps, the water (Torah in tal-
mudic language, as noted above) now flows behind the disputing scholars, 
as if beyond their reach.27 Most telling is the verb used in relation to walls 
of the Torah/study house, h+h (incline or lean). As well as signalling an 
undesirable motion for walls, the verb alludes directly to the Exodus 23.2 
prooftext used by Rabbi Jeremiah: ‘After the majority you shall incline’. 
Talmudic rabbis routinely remove Torah verses from their original context 
and use them as required for their own needs. In its original context, the 
Exodus verse seems (it is a difficult to be sure) to object to ‘leaning’:

t+hl Mybr yrx) t+nl br-l( hn(t-)lw t(rl Mybr-yrx) hyht-)l

You shall not side with the multitude [majority] to do wrong; you shall not 
give perverse testimony in a dispute to pervert the course of justice. 

That is, Exodus rejects the application of pressure by a powerful disputant 
to guarantee victory over his fellow. Rabbi Jeremiah transforms Exod. 23.2 
in three ways: he removes the negative—the ‘you shall not…’ of Exodus 
becomes the Talmud’s ‘you shall…’; he renders the ambiguous term Mybr 
(the more powerful group, not necessarily democratically determined) as 
a democratic majority; and he privileges the verb’s constructive meaning 
(incline towards, in the sense of being influenced by or drawn towards) over 
its negative meaning (lean on, in the sense of pressure or coerce). The Akhnai 
narrative thus asserts that Torah, the implied ‘one’ addressed by Rabbi Joshua, 
must incline towards the rabbinic majority, not lean on it to secure a particular 
outcome. And by his own example, he shows that leaning towards, or being 
drawn towards (a more accurate account of the process involved here) may 
even entail being quoted out of context and having its original plain meaning 
reversed. The test of whether or not Torah has been used appropriately is not 
whether or not it settles an argument, but whether or not a discussion can 

 27. To continue with the Joshua resonances, the water that runs behind (rwx)) them 
recalls the Valley of Achor (rwk(), the site of Israel’s calamity (rk() and the place 
where Joshua stones Achan and burns the proscribed objects he took from Jericho 
(Josh. 7.24-26). 
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continue. Rabbi Eliezer’s application of Torah, had it been successful, would 
have ended the dispute once and for all: Rabbi Eliezer is always correct and 
there is nothing to be gained by arguing with him. Torah as used by the other 
rabbis—and it is worth noting that there are three opponents of Rabbi Eliezer 
in this story, a halakhic majority—simply constitutes a stage in the ongoing 
halakhic process. Even God’s twice-repeated, ‘My sons have defeated me’, 
is not the signal that he is bowing out, but merely that he accepts a limited 
role in the discussion. The three rabbis, led by Rabbi Joshua, have prevented 
God from privileging his voice over theirs to foreclose the debate, and God 
acknowledges that they were correct to do so.
 Not surprisingly, the themes I have highlighted in this talmudic narra-
tive emerge most clearly in the Bible in Deuteronomy. Reading Deuteron-
omy in light of the Akhnai Oven reveals a crucial dimension of the biblical 
text that can easily be overlooked. In Deuteronomy, it is emphatically not 
the case that Torah (probably Deuteronomy itself) is synonymous with the 
word/voice of God. Torah is rather a blend of two voices—the voice God 
and the voice of Moses—and their respective utterances. Deuteronomy 
records and preserves the engagement of these two voices in a form that 
Israel can repeat, emulate, and use for its own future benefit as a vehicle 
of intercession.

Rabbi Hayim Vital’s Dream and Moses as Torah

In my brief discussion of Donne’s ‘Valediction’, I noted that the true role of 
the love letters is revealed only once one of the lovers has died. When that 
occurs, their letters replace not the departed lover, but the engagement the 
lovers can no longer have. This template fits Deuteronomy almost perfectly, 
as I shall try now to show by reading it through the lens of a mediaeval 
Jewish mystical text, the dream of Hayim Vital: 

Rabbi Hayim Vital once dreamed that it was the custom of Israel to bring 
the body of Moses into the synagogue once a year on Shavuot28 to com-
memorate the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai. Now the day of the festi-
val had arrived, and the body of Moses was brought into the synagogue at 
Safed. It took many men to carry the body into the synagogue, for it was at 
least ten ells long. Then the body, wrapped in a white robe, was placed on a 
very long table that had been prepared in advance. But as soon as the body 
of Moses was stretched out on the long table, it became transformed into 
a scroll of the Torah that was opened to its full length, from the first words 
to the last. And in the dream they began to read the words of the Torah, 
starting with creation, and they continued until they reached the last words, 

 28. This detail in Howard Schwartz’s rendition has no basis in the original, where 
the events described in the dream are reported to have taken place either on Hoshana 
Rabbah or on Simchat Torah.
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in the sight of all Israel (Deut. 34.12). All this time the rabbi of Safed sat 
at the head of the table, and Hayim Vital sat at the foot. And in the dream 
it occurred to Hayim Vital that while the rabbi of Safed sat closest to the 
account of creation, he was closest to that of the death of Moses. And when 
the scroll of the Torah had been completely read, the rabbi said, ‘The time 
has come to bring the garments to clothe the body of Moses.’ And at that 
moment the scroll of the Torah became the body of Moses once again, and 
they clothed it and set a girdle around it. That is when Hayim Vital awoke, 
and for hours afterward it seemed to him as if the soul of Moses was present 
in that very room.29

As interpreted in Hayim Vital’s dream, the Law is not given directly on 
Mount Sinai, but enters the synagogue in the form of the body of Moses. On 
this account, what God gave Israel in the first instance was not a book, but a 
man. This complex text functions on several different levels, at least one of 
them arising from possible messianic aspirations attributed to Hayim Vital. 
It is worth noting the connection between the transformation of body into 
text and the intercessory element introduced to the text through these mes-
sianic aspirations. In his dream, the giving of the Law is mediated through 
Moses even more vividly and concretely than in Deuteronomy itself, and 
this enables Moses, and hence the Torah scroll into which he is transformed, 
to function more effectively as an intercessor.
 The process I have described in Hayim Vital’s dream plays out in slow 
motion in the Bible itself. In Deuteronomy, the flesh and blood Exodus 
Moses slowly metamorphoses not into his own voice, but into a recorded 
dialogue with God; throughout Deuteronomy, it is barely possible to ascer-
tain whether Moses or God is speaking—it changes within the course of a 
single pericope—and whether they are addressing individuals or the col-
lective Israel. Examples of the less ‘human’ presentation of Moses in Deu-
teronomy as compared to Exodus are legion. Exodus attributes to Moses 
characteristics such as impatience and a quick temper, whereas for Deuter-
onomy Moses is more or less infallible. His inability to delegate, resolved 
by an intervention from Jethro in Exodus, is not mentioned in Deuteronomy, 
and the golden calf episode, which reflects primarily on Aaron but from 
which no one emerges well, is barely acknowledged. In these ways, Deuter-
onomy replaces the cult of personality (cf. Deut. 13.2-7) with the absolute 
authority of written law, a process which is completed with the death of 
Moses, when his continued presence is symbolized by a Torah scroll that 
preserves neither his solitary voice nor God’s, but the deep intertwining of 
the two.

 29. This abridged version is from H. Schwartz, Gabriel’s Palace (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1993), p. 100. For a full translation of the Hebrew text, see M.M. 
Faierstein, Jewish Mystical Autobiographies: Book of Visions and Book of Secrets 
(Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1999), pp. 106-108.
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 Deuteronomy 31 reports God’s final speech to Moses:

The lord said to Moses: You are soon to lie with your fathers. This people 
will thereupon go astray after the alien gods in their midst, in the land they 
are about to enter; they will forsake Me and break My covenant that I made 
with them. Then my anger will flare up against them, and I will abandon 
them and hide my countenance from them. They shall be ready prey; and 
many evils and troubles shall befall them. And they shall say on that day, 
‘Surely it is because our God is not in our midst that these evils have 
befallen us.’ Yet I will keep My countenance hidden on that day, because of 
all the evil they have done in turning to other gods. Therefore, write down 
this poem and teach it to the people of Israel; put it in their mouths, in order 
that this poem may be My witness against the people of Israel. When I bring 
them into the land flowing with milk and honey that I promised on oath to 
their fathers, and they eat their fill and grow fat and turn to other gods and 
serve them, spurning me and breaking my covenant, and the many evils 
and troubles befall them—then this poem shall confront them as a witness, 
since it will never be lost from the mouth of their offspring. For I know 
what plans they are devising even now, before I bring them into the land 
that I promised on oath. That day, Moses wrote down this poem and gave it 
to the Israelites (Deut. 31.16-22).

The word nJPs translates here as ‘poem’ is hry#h, for which ‘the song’ is 
both the more familiar and the preferable translation. Unlike a poem, which 
may be read silently or internally, a ‘song’ is incomplete without performance. 
Even the notion of a song in the heart, or running through the mind, is best 
understood as the recollection or re-enactment of a performance; in these 
instances, we do not sing the songs ourselves, but replay our own singing 
or the singing of others. Moreover, the interplay of words and music, text 
and performance, mirrors the very two-way engagement that the song pre-
serves and intends to stimulate. Second, the Hebrew hry#h yl-hyht N(ml 
l)r#y ynbb d(l t)zh (31.19) is not well served by ‘in order that this poem 
may be My witness against the people of Israel’, and the same applies to 
d(l wynpl t)zh hry#h htn(w twrcw (31.21), ‘this poem shall confront 
them as a witness’. The main problem in each case is presented by the prep-
ositions. nJPs renders the b, bet, in ynbb as ‘against’, but ‘with’ or ‘amongst, 
seems more plausible. And what does yl mean? Does God seek a witness 
for his benefit or a witness to his presence or activity? The context, to which 
we now turn, provides some answers to these questions.30

 30. J.H. Tigay, Deuteronomy: JPS Torah Commentary (Philadephia: Jewish Publi-
cation Society, 1996), explains ‘witness against’ with reference to the covenant. When 
Israel fails to keep its terms and conditions, and is punished as a consequence, God 
will be able to show that they had been warned. I find this unsatisfying, not least 
because it fails to explain why Moses was told to ‘put it in their mouths’ (make them 
memorize it)?
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 In the passage cited above, God tells Moses that he will soon die, where-
upon the people will turn to alien gods and break their covenant with God. 
A flaring up of divine anger will ensue, and God will turn away from his 
people. Clearly, God’s predictions are causally connected to Moses’ death, 
but precisely how? One answer is that Moses had previously performed 
two related functions; he kept the people’s attention on God and God’s 
attention on the people. Without Moses, the people will turn to other gods, 
as they did according to Exodus when Moses went up Mount Sinai, and 
God will turn away from them, as he did during the Babylonian Exile. 
On this reading, Moses is playing the role of prophet as described by 
Yochanan Muffs in ‘Who Will Stand in the Breach?’ First and foremost, 
he is an intercessor, a divine anger manager. Since God’s predictions are 
desirable neither for Israel nor God, God intends to replace Moses as best 
he can. It is the hrwt rps (Sefer Torah), the scroll of the law, that will 
stand in for Moses when he has gone, as is indicated by the continuation 
of the above passage, where Moses responds to God’s instructions. No 
doubt some of what follows may be attributed to the text’s composite 
nature, but, as I hope to show, the conjunction of Song and Torah serves a 
crucial function in the text in its final form.
 Whereas God instructed Moses to record the words of a song, in line with 
Deut. 32.1-43, Moses speaks to the people about the Torah. Both Song and 
Torah feature in the following pericope (Deut. 31.24-30):

When Moses had put down in writing the words of this Teaching to the very 
end, Moses charged the Levites who carried the Ark of the Covenant of the 
lord, saying: Take this book of Teaching and place it beside the Ark of the 
Covenant of the lord your God, and let it remain there as a witness against 
you. Well I know how defiant and stiffnecked you are: even now, while I am 
still alive in your midst, you have been defiant toward the lord; how much 
more, then, when I am dead! Gather to me all the elders of your tribes and 
your officials, that I may speak all these words to them and that I may call 
heaven and earth to witness against them. For I know that, when I am dead, 
you will act wickedly and turn away from the path that I enjoined upon 
you, and that in time to come misfortune will befall you for having done 
evil in the sight of the lord and vexed Him by your deeds. Then Moses 
recited the words of this poem to the very end, in the hearing of the whole 
congregation of Israel.

The conflation of Song and Torah, the subject of major exegetical con-
flicts, has important consequences. Let us imagine two separate texts, one 
about the song, where people have to learn the words, and another about 
the Torah, where, unusually, neither content or performance is emphasized. 
To be sure, Moses promises to ‘speak all these words’ to the people but, in 
contrast to some other Deuteronomic texts, there is no suggestion that they 
need to absorb their content, repeat them back, transmit them to others, or 
live according to them. It is emphatically not the case that the Israelites 
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will be persuaded by the words of the Torah to keep the laws. On the con-
trary, neither God nor Moses doubts that they will soon be distracted by 
other gods. So what is the point of all these words? As translated by nJPs, 
this passage describes the anger of God and Moses towards Israel, and the 
threat of a witness against them. This passage answers the question: Who 
will intercede for Israel once Moses has gone? Not, then, who will bear 
witness against Israel, but who will bear witness among them. The answer 
is the Torah, not because it will remind the people of their obligations, but 
because it will remind God of his loving relationship with Israel, conducted 
in its most intense form with Moses.
 To see precisely what it is that God is being reminded of, we must return 
to the song. By conflating the song and the Torah, Deut. 31 in its final form 
goes a step further than the Shema, making it clear that we are dealing with 
something more complex than a visible sign, akin to the rainbow or the 
blood on the doorposts. In this context, the words of Torah will be effective 
through literal performance—not by being obeyed, or even necessarily by 
being understood or accepted, but simply through recitation. And on this 
reading at least, they owe their effectiveness to their capacity to reproduce 
for God—anywhere and at any time—his dialogic engagement with Moses. 
Hidden in a box, inaccessible to the future generations who might use them, 
Donne’s love letters could not fulfil their function. Likewise, Deuterono-
my’s Torah cannot be hidden in a box (Deut. 31.26, Nwr) dcm wt) Mtm#w’, 
place it beside the Ark’), but must be seen, learned and performed. This is 
revealed by a complex piece of textual redaction (Deut. 31-32) that blends 
the law with a song for recitation.

Eros and Law

Deuteronomy, the law book of law books, promotes and sustains a relation-
ship between God and Israel that is best characterized as erotic; law is its 
intimate grammar. Torah will serve as an amulet—a vehicle of interces-
sion—for all Israel, just as the Shema, will function on individual gates 
and doorposts in Deut. 6.4-9. What Deuteronomy 31 clarifies in, or perhaps 
adds to, the narratively earlier text is the information that God himself is 
the present danger. The Torah and Shema serve similarly to the rainbow 
(Gen. 9.15) or the blood on the doorposts (Exod. 12.13), all signs to remind 
God that he should refrain from utter destruction. This explains why the 
Torah is next to the Ark, not in it; it is there to serve as a visible reminder to 
God. This representation and re-enactment of intercession is the beginning 
of Jewish liturgy. The liturgical interest in preserving and regenerating the 
engagement between God and Israel is manifest in many Jewish prayers, 
but the role of law is especially clear in Mlw( tbh) (Ahavat Olam), Eternal 
Love, the blessing that introduces the Shema in the daily evening service:
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With Everlasting Love you have loved your people, the House of Israel. 
You have taught us Torah and commandments, laws and judgements. 
Therefore, Lord our God, we will speak of your laws when we lie down 
and when we rise up, rejoicing in the words of your Torah and your com-
mandments for ever and ever. For they are our life and the measure of our 
days; we will meditate on them day and night. May you never take your 
love away from us.

Here, already, the mood intensified and the erotic component of the engage-
ment emerges quite clearly. God provides a matrix that Israel can impose 
upon the world and which will shape every thought and action of his people, 
from the moment they wake up in the morning until they fall asleep. This 
template, identified as a gift symbolising God’s love, enables Israel to 
contemplate him in every waking hour, and thus reciprocate; it is the lens 
through which every action and event can be examined and interpreted. 
Who can fail to recognize this account of ‘true love’?
 The prayer Mlw( tbh), with its references to lying down and rising up, 
is clearly engaging with the first paragraph of the Shema (Deut. 6.4-9), as 
one would indeed expect given its place in Jewish liturgy. The connection 
between this rabbinic prayer and its biblical context foregrounds a crucial 
question about how the authors of both texts understood love between 
people and God:

You shall love the lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul 
and with all your might. Take to heart these instructions with which I charge 
you this day. Impress them upon your children. Recite them when you stay 
at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you get up. 
Bind them as a sign upon your hand and let them serve as a symbol on your 
forehead; inscribe them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. 

The Shema intensifies the sense of engagement by being strikingly self-
referential; not merely a law that commands certain acts of observance, 
it commands the observer to reaffirm constantly, to himself and/or others, 
that he is indeed observing the laws.31 Influenced in part, perhaps, by the 
problem of determining how love can be commanded, many scholars have 
argued that love is not to be understood as an emotion here, but as a semi-
legal obligation derived from a specific relationship.32 This is a plausible 
reading; we cannot assume that ancient writers experienced emotions in the 
way that we do. Yet it is hard to avoid the thought that such an understand-
ing of love arises from the view of Deuteronomy as a secularizing document 

 31. This excellent point was made by my husband, Peter Lipton, during a sermon at 
Beth Shalom Reform Synagogue, Cambridge, 2007.
 32. J.W. McKay, ‘Man’s Love for God in Deuteronomy and the Father/Teacher–
Son/Pupil Relationship’, VT 22 (1972), pp. 426-35. See p. 426 n. 1 for a selection of 
those who hold this opinion.
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that removes many spheres of life (eating meat, for example) from Temple 
control. Far from being a force for secularization, Deuteronomy as I read it 
extends the sphere of divine influence to every corner of human existence. 
Erotic love, where a declaration is insufficient while constant demonstra-
tions are positively enhancing (or am I conforming to gender stereotypes 
now?), is the model for achieving this end. Finally, support for an erotic 
reading of the Shema might be adduced from its traditional third paragraph 
in Jewish liturgy, Num. 15.37-40. Worshippers are urged to contemplate 
the fringes on their garments so that they do not ‘follow their hearts and 
their eyes’ and turn to lust, but rather ‘remember and perform’ the com-
mandments so they can be holy to God. Since what is inappropriate here is 
expressed as lust (literally, whoring), it seems plausible that what the author 
has in mind in relation to the commandments involves an appropriate form 
of erotic engagement. 
 I turn now to an excellent example outside Deuteronomy of Torah/law 
conceived as a vehicle for erotic engagement: Psalm 119. The provenance of 
this collection of 175 alphabetically ordered meditations on law and love is 
uncertain, but its language, imagery and concerns suggest a fifth- or fourth-
century bce date. The absence of specific references to Jerusalem may indi-
cate a Diaspora setting, although its author may have neglected to mention 
Jerusalem because he saw a future with Torah not Temple, or because, living 
in Jerusalem, he took it for granted; Psalm 137, the Bible’s most powerful 
tribute to Jerusalem, almost certainly originated in exile. Between the lines 
of Psalm 119 lie tantalizing glimpses of a biography: a pious youth (‘How 
can a young man keep his way pure?’, v. 9) in search of rigorous instruc-
tion (‘Blessed are you O lord, train me in your ways’, v. 12), but lacking 
appropriate teaching (‘I have gained more insight than all my teachers’, 
v. 99), and perhaps a little arrogant (‘I have gained more understanding than 
my elders’, v. 100). The young man’s peers may have mocked him for his 
piety (‘The insolent have dug pits for me, flouting your teaching’, v. 85), 
and the authorities harassed him for his zeal (‘Princes have persecuted me 
without reason’, v. 161), though we may well wonder whether their hostility 
was provoked by certain born-again tendencies (‘Before I was humbled, I 
went astray, but now I keep your word’, v. 67). But his commitment is now 
beyond question (‘I am resolved to follow your laws to the utmost forever’, 
v. 112). The law is a source of strength (‘support me as you promised so 
I may live’, v. 116) and of joy (Your decrees are my eternal heritage, my 
heart’s delight’, v. 111).
 For the author of Psalm 119, law is at once the sign of God’s love and 
the mechanism for reciprocation: ‘I open my mouth wide, I pant, longing 
for your commandments. Turn to me and be gracious to me, as is your rule 
with those who love your name’ (vv. 131–32). Especially given the textual 
feminization of the speaker—inevitable or at least likely when God is the 
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erotic partner—his open-mouthed invitation is itself a form of recipro-
cation.33 The young man uses law to train his mind, not in legal matters, 
but to acquire an intense form of attention: ‘Happy are those who observe 
his decrees, who turn to him wholeheartedly’ (v. 2). Reciprocation occurs 
through memory and being reminded. The study and application of law, 
when lying down and when rising up, creates a lens through which every 
thought and deed is refracted, and is at the same time a sign of the beloved 
in his absence: ‘I remember your name at night, O lord, and obey your 
teaching’ (v. 55).
 Somewhat less passively, law is the means by which the partners affect 
each other. It is striking—and crucial in this respect—that the psalm speaks 
both of learning the law, and of being taught it: ‘I have not departed from 
your rules, for You have instructed me. How pleasing is Your word to my 
palate, sweeter than honey’ (vv. 102, 103). Teaching, at least in its ideal form, 
is dynamic. As well as delivering information, teachers react to students and 
revise their lesson plans accordingly. A loving relationship does not leave 
one partner fixed and unaffected by the other. For the psalmist, then, law 
is the sign of God’s love, training him to love God more deeply: ‘O how I 
love Your law, it is my study all day long’ (v. 97). But it also his means of 
affecting God, and here lies the key. The verses of Psalm 119 that are not 
expressions of love and longing articulate fear and anxiety. As the psalm 
progresses, both emotions intensify, and the psalm draws towards a close 
with ‘May my plea reach you, O lord; grant me understanding according to 
Your word. May my petition come before You; save me in accordance with 
your promise’ (vv. 169–70). The psalmist’s ability to engage God through 
an intense language of desire is fundamental to his hope of gaining divine 
protection at times of need.

Obedience and Eros

Thus far I have suggested that law records and preserves engagement 
between God and Israel, and that it affects God, by which I mean that law 
performs an intercessory function. Law’s crucial function is to keep engage-
ment alive, and this is where a significant difficulty arises in terms of our 
usual thinking about biblical law. For almost all Bible scholars, especially 
Christian exegetes, the ideal response to biblical law is obedience; one way 
or another, obedience is at the heart of any legal enterprise. Yet, as we have 
seen, it has scant role to play in either the Shema or Psalm 119 and indeed, 
to go one step further, it is fundamentally incompatible with engagement. 
To obey a law is to foreclose engagement, in some cases because obedience 

 33. I have examined elsewhere the gendering of intercession in some biblical and 
many rabbinic texts (Association of Jewish Studies Annual Conference, Toronto, 2007).
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leaves no further scope for engagement—the action is complete—and in 
others because obedience ends thoughtful engagement and, most impor-
tantly, the capacity to affect the other party. Following orders merely rein-
forces the person who issued them; it is resisting an order that can potentially 
affect and change the issuer.
 The notion that obedience may not be the intended response to biblical law 
is supported by the surprising difficulty of locating a verb in biblical Hebrew 
that means unambiguously ‘to obey’. The English terms ‘obey’ and ‘obedi-
ence’ relate to Hebrew terms that may sometimes evoke obedience, but are 
arguably far from the rigid meaning often ascribed to them. The idiom most 
often equated with obedience is lwqb (m# (shema be’qol) literally ‘hear the 
voice’. While listening to or even hearing someone may entail doing what 
he says, it is just as often a request for empathy, understanding, or simple 
engagement. Even in the texts most strongly associated with obedience—
Deuteronomy’s highly conditional legal material, for example—the term can 
be interpreted at least as plausibly without reference to obedience. Similarly, 
while ‘obey’ may be among the meanings of rm# (shamar), this translation 
by no means conveys the full range, and the notion of engagement is present 
at least as often (as in ‘keep’ the sabbath day, where ‘obey’ is far too narrow 
to do justice to the concepts and activities involved).
 A glance at a text in which hearing and divine voices feature prominently 
highlights the problem. In Genesis 3, God tells Adam not to eat from the tree 
of knowledge of good and evil, but Adam eats from the tree nevertheless, 
and is banished from the garden as a consequence. It is generally assumed 
that Adam’s crime was disobedience, but two textual details point to a dif-
ferent interpretation. What led to Adam’s expulsion was not his initial dis-
obedience in eating the fruit, but his subsequent failure to engage with God. 
First, the narrative that begins with the prohibition against eating from the 
tree of knowledge of good and evil and ends with expulsion from the garden 
is centrally concerned with voices.

They heard the sound [lit. voice] of the lord God moving about in the 
garden at the breezy time of day; and the man and his wife hid from the 
lord God among the trees of the garden. The lord God called out to the 
man and said to him, ‘Where are you?’ He replied, ‘I heard the sound [lit. 
your voice] of You in the garden and I was afraid because I was naked, so I 
hid. Then He asked, ‘Who told you that you were naked? Did you eat from 
the tree from which I had forbidden you to eat?’ The man said, ‘The woman 
you put at my side—she gave me of the tree, and I ate’ (Gen. 3.8-12).

The two-fold occurrence of (m# and lwq here are significant. As usually 
understood, they would connote obedience, but that seems implausible 
here. Although there is no obvious Hebrew alternative for ‘sound’, the word 
lwq is redundant in this context; it would have been sufficient to state that 
Adam heard God. The use of lwq signifies not a divine instruction, then, 
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but God’s presence in the garden. More generally, it is hard to reconcile 
the notion that Adam’s obedience to God is the narrative theme with the 
exchanges between Adam and Eve and Eve and the snake. First, Eve eats 
the fruit not because she is responding to a command issued by the snake, 
but because she has been engaged by the snake. Likewise, Adam has not 
been commanded by Eve to eat, but drawn by her into her conspiracy with 
the snake. Secondly, as commentators are fond of noting, God’s response 
to Adam invites engagement. He does not address Adam with an accusa-
tion, or a question relating directly to his crime, but rather with an open 
question—Where are you?—giving Adam room to respond as he sees fit. 
God’s question cries out for engagement, but Adam responds by hiding, 
adding insult to injury with his confirmation that he has ignored God while 
listening to other voices (Eve’s and, indirectly, the snake’s). The final straw 
is not, in fact, eating the fruit—the eaten fruit ends with Adam and Eve’s 
awareness of their nakedness—but God’s realization that Adam will not 
engage with him. The couple’s awareness of their nakedness had various 
possible outcomes, but it leads to a rejection of God through concealment 
(the hiding of bodies). God gave them a second chance to hear him, but 
once again Adam hid—his whole body this time—and refused to engage.
 The person missing from the final installment of this narrative is Eve. 
She engaged with the snake and then with Adam, but did not enter into the 
negotiations with God. One possible explanation for her absence emerges 
from a superficial comparison of the roles of Eve and Sarah in Genesis 3 
and Genesis 22. Both narratives open with a command that should properly 
involve a man and a woman (husband and wife, mother and father), but 
which in fact excludes the woman. In each narrative, the man jeopardizes his 
future descendants by refusing to engage with God—Adam because, while 
still childless, he disobeys a command that clearly concerns the engender-
ing of desire and fruitfulness, and Abraham because he obeys a command 
endangering offspring he already has—and in each narrative the woman is 
barred from an engagement which represents the ideal human response to 
divine commands of any kind, but particularly of this nature.
 Before moving to Genesis 22, my focus for the remainder of this chapter, 
I want to draw attention to another text that, in some respects, belongs in 
this discussion—the Exodus Sinai narrative. Exodus 19.1–20.23 abounds 
with commandments, voices (from the ‘voice’ of the shofar to the voices 
of God and Moses; see especially 19.19) and barely concealed sexuality 
(the theophany begins with the instruction that Moses should not go near a 
woman, 19.15, and it ends with a prohibition against ‘revealing nakedness’ 
on the altar steps, Exod. 20.23; cf. Lev. 18.6-19). What prevents me from 
considering Sinai in detail here (other than constraints of space and time) 
is that my interest now is the presence or absence of female figures in texts 
dealing with responses to the law, and what we can infer from that about the 
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appropriate human response to divine commands. I do not think the role of 
women is a pressing concern for the authors of the Sinai narrative. Having 
said that, though, I cannot resist noting that the authors of Exodus Rabbah 
felt otherwise. Not only do they put women up at the front of the Sinai nar-
rative, but they relate their presence directly to Genesis 3 and the temptation 
of Eve. Exodus Rabbah interprets the parallelism in Exod. 19.3 (‘say to the 
house of Jacob and declare to the sons of Israel’) as evidence that both men 
and women were present at Sinai—‘house’ signifies for them women and 
‘sons’ signify men.34 And why, according to the midrashic author, does God 
mention women before men? He is correcting his disastrous error in the 
Garden of Eden, when he issued a commandment to Adam alone that should 
have been addressed both to Adam and to Eve. Had Eve received direct 
instruction about the tree of knowledge of good and evil, the rabbis reason, 
she would not have made the mistake of eating its fruit.

Disobedience and the Akedah

In the final section of this chapter, I want to explore more fully the topic 
I have introduced here, namely Abraham’s proper response to the divine 
command issued in Gen. 22.2, and the significance of Sarah as a voice that 
may reasonably be understood as a challenge—implicit or explicit—to the 
divine command. In what follows, I shall attempt to read Genesis 22 as a 
polemic against obedience to God’s word. My support for this reading will 
be two-fold. On the one hand, I shall look at the interplay in this text of 
the language and imagery of hearing and seeing, and on the other, I shall 
suggest that Sarah’s absence in Genesis 22 signals an absence of interces-
sion in the form of engagement. While this latter interpretation cannot be 
derived from Genesis 22 read alone, it can, I think, be inferred from an 
inner-biblical intertext, Numbers 22. I shall explore this intertext via rab-
binic commentaries that are clearly aware of parallels between Abraham 
and Balaam, and seem to me to be sensitive in addition to their implications 
for intercession and engagement. 
 I have several reasons for concluding my discussion of obedience and 
the law with this particular text. First, Abraham’s faithful obedience is tra-
ditionally seen as at the very heart of Genesis 22, and from the earliest times 
exegetes have focused on his willingness to sacrifice his beloved son in 
response to a command from God. Second, Genesis 22 is surely the Bible’s 
most sophisticated exploration of the theme of obedience. And third, God’s 
command to Abraham to sacrifice his son is not merely an example of a 
standard exchange between a divine ruler and his human subject, but may 
be said in some respects to involve all future readers, whether as aspiring 

 34. Exod. R. 28.2.
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Abrahams or as symbolic descendants on whose behalf he acted. It is, 
indeed, the best biblical example of the ‘sovereign’ model of law discussed 
by Hart in the extract from The Concept of Law with which I opened this 
chapter.
 Perhaps the chief indication that Genesis 22 in its final form questions 
obedience as an appropriate response to a divine command is the narrative’s 
problematic outcome; an account that opens with an order and ends with 
narrowly averted human sacrifice is surely a poor advertisement for obedi-
ence. The story’s superficially happy ending has distracted many readers 
from this sobering conclusion, but others have refused to be deflected from 
the significance of Abraham’s obedience when taken to its logical conclu-
sion. Here, in the most powerful example I know, is Wilfred Owen showing 
where this kind of thinking can lead:

So Abram rose, and clave the wood, and went,
And took the fire with him, and a knife.
And as they sojourned both of them together,
Isaac the first-born spake and said, My Father,
behold the preparations, fire and iron,
But where is the lamb for this burnt-offering?
Then Abram bound the youth with belt and straps,
And builded parapets and trenches there,
And stretched forth the knife to slay his son.
When lo! an angel called him out of heaven,
Saying, lay not thy hand upon the lad,
Neither do anything to him. Behold,
A ram, caught in a thicket by its horns;
offer the Ram of Pride instead of him.
But the old man would not do so, but slew his son,
And half the seed of Europe, one by one.35

The biblical Abraham, unlike Owen’s 1914–18 reincarnation, listened to the 
angel, but the poem drives home a point that most readers work hard to over-
look: following orders is an indispensable cog in the machinery of war, as is 
the willingness of old men to let young men die on their command. The fact 
that God’s original instructions, unamended by the angel, would have led to 
the death of Isaac and the possible termination of Abraham’s line—he had 
already banished Ishmael on instructions from Sarah confirmed by God—can 
be taken as a sign that Genesis 22 is at the very least ambivalent about obedi-
ence. Indeed, there is a sense in which the outcome of Genesis 22 is negative 
on any reading. Although Isaac does not die, his relationship with his father 
is damaged beyond repair; Isaac and Abraham return separately from Moriah 
and no further interaction between them is reported. The text neglects even to 
mention that Abraham unbound Isaac from the altar. The lack of subsequent 

 35. ‘The Parable of the Old Man and the Young’.
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engagement between Abraham and Isaac is underlined by the events directly 
following, and I shall return later to this important subject.
 The tradition of revering Abraham for his obedience begins with God’s 
promise to Isaac that he will be blessed and increased on account of his 
father’s merit:

I will make your heirs as numerous as the stars of heaven, and assign to 
your heirs all these lands, so that all the nations of the earth shall bless 
themselves by your heirs—inasmuch as Abraham obeyed Me [lit. heard my 
voice] and kept My charge: My commandments, My laws and My teach-
ings (Gen. 26.4-5).

This promise alludes directly to God’s earlier promise to Abraham in 
Genesis 22: ‘because you have obeyed my command [lit. heard my voice]’ 
(Gen. 22.18). If lwqb (m# is translated ‘obey’ in this context, as in nJPs 
above, the logic of the allusion is hard to comprehend. Can the author or 
redactor really have intended God to tell Isaac that he would be blessed 
because his father was willing to bind him on an altar and hold a knife to 
his throat? The Genesis 26 allusion to Genesis 22 is, I think, more readily 
comprehensible if lwqb (m# is translated not as ‘obey’ but as ‘engage’. On 
this reading, rather than reminding Isaac that his father was willing to kill 
him, God is reassuring Isaac; despite appearances to the contrary (the knife 
at the throat) Abraham had in fact attempted to intercede on his behalf. But 
where is the textual evidence for this? The evidence, I believe, comes in the 
form of the ram. Abraham began by following God’s instructions without 
discussion, but he followed his own initiative when he sacrificed the ram 
instead of Isaac. To be sure, in the text in its final form, Abraham sacrifices 
the ram only after an angelic intervention telling Abraham not to lay a hand 
on his son, but nevertheless his action represents an effort to safeguard Isaac 
(God has changed his mind once, why not again?), along with his typo-
logical descendants, whose fathers may henceforth offer animal sacrifice 
instead of their sons.
 It is possible in addition that the promise that Abraham’s descendants will 
be blessed along with all the nations of the world because he heard God’s 
voice (22.17,18) alludes to Abraham’s sacrifice of the ram as well as, or 
even instead of, his willingness to sacrifice Isaac. There are several reasons 
for favouring this reading. The reference point is verse 16, ‘By myself I 
swear, declares the lord: Because you have done this matter, hzh rdbh, 
and have not withheld your son, your favoured one…’. The interpretation 
hinges upon whether two separate actions (this matter and not withholding 
Isaac) are mentioned here, or only one (this matter, namely not withholding 
Isaac). In the former case, ‘this matter’ must refer either to the sacrifice or 
to the naming of the mountain, or perhaps to a combination of the two. Of 
these options, it seems to me most likely that hzh rdbh (this matter) refers 
exclusively to the sacrifice of the ram and the engagement with God that it 
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represents. From a grammatical point of view, the transition from the posi-
tive ‘because you have done this’ to the negative ‘you did not withhold’ is 
jarring if the same object is intended in each clause. If, on the other hand, 
a change of object is intended, the grammatical shift signals this. From a 
theological point of view, the association of hzh rdbh with the sacrifice 
of the ram fills an awkward gap. As noted above, Abraham sacrificed the 
ram on his own initiative and not according to a divine instruction. On 
the assumption that hzh rdbh is the sacrifice, the text indicates God’s 
approval through the promise of blessings that is subsequently attached to 
it. If, however, hzh rdbh refers to the non-withholding of Isaac, Genesis 
22 contains no sign that God approved of Abraham’s sacrifice of the ram. 
Finally, the allusion to this verse in a speech to Isaac is more plausible 
from a psychological point of view if hzh rdbh is understood to refer to 
the sacrifice of the ram, and thus falls under the umbrella of ylwqb t(m#. 
Rather than commending Abraham for his obedience, namely his willing-
ness to kill Isaac, this verse is commending him for his eventual willing-
ness to engage, manifested by his identification of the ram as an acceptable 
substitute for Isaac. Yet even if Abraham’s sacrifice of the ram—the one 
act he has not been commanded to perform—is indeed an action that goes 
some way to redeeming him, the overall picture remains negative. I have 
mentioned in passing the long-term damage to the relationship between 
Abraham and Isaac, and now I want to examine further the extent to which 
the text marginalizes Abraham once he leaves Moriah.

The Significance of Sarah

Genesis Rabbah links Sarah’s death with Isaac’s near-sacrifice:

And Abraham came to mourn for Sarah. Whence did he come? R. Levi 
said: He came from Terah’s funeral to that of Sarah? Said R. Jose to him: 
But Terah’s burial preceded Sarah’s by that of two years? In fact he came 
from Mount Moriah (Sarah having died of grief. Therefore the account of 
Isaac’s binding comes close to the passage, And the life of Sarah was etc.) 
(Gen. Rabbah 58.5).

On this rabbinic reading, Sarah died of a broken heart, excluded from a 
drama in which she should have been at centre stage. Similar interpretations 
feature in many feminist analyses. Phyllis Trible makes the general point in 
‘The Sacrifice of Sarah’,36 and it is central in Carol Delaney’s Abraham on 
Trial,37 which draws parallels between Sarah and ‘Mrs Christo’, a woman in 

 36. ‘The Sacrifice of Sarah’, in J.M. Soskice and D. Lipton (eds.), Feminism and 
Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 144-54. 
 37. C. Delaney, Abraham on Trial: The Social Legacy of Biblical Myth (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998).
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1990s California condemned to near-silence both by her husband as he set 
out to kill their young daughter, and by the court who tried him. While plau-
sible and challenging in many respects, the focus on the marginalization 
of Sarah helps eclipse another case of narrative marginalization that may 
be more significant—the marginalization of Abraham. As I interpret these 
texts, Sarah’s absence at Mount Moriah reflects positively on Sarah and 
negatively upon the events that occurred there, while Abraham’s gradual 
exclusion after Moriah reflects negatively both on Abraham and upon the 
events that occurred. Isaac comforts himself for Sarah’s death by finding a 
wife whom he immediately installs in her tent. Genesis Rabbah constructs 
its own elaborate edifice on Sarah’s ‘tent’, but it stays close to the spirit of 
its biblical source:

And Isaac brought her into his mother’s tent. You find that as long as Sarah 
lived, a cloud hung over her tent; when she died, that cloud disappeared, 
but when Rebekah came it returned. As long as Sarah lived her doors were 
wide open; when she died that liberality ceased; but when Rebekah came, 
that open-handedness returned. As long as Sarah lived there was blessing 
on her dough, and the lamp used to burn from the evening of the Sabbath 
until the evening of the following Sabbath; when she died these ceased, but 
when Rebekah came, they returned. And so when he saw her following in 
his mother’s footsteps, separating her challah in cleanness and handling her 
dough in cleanness, straightaway, And Isaac brought her into his mother’s 
tent (50.16).

As any woman with a mother-in-law, however beloved, will see at once, this 
is a hymn to Sarah, not Rebekah. A young wife, taken by her husband to live 
in the residence recently vacated by his dead mother, finds herself entertain-
ing, baking bread, and even shopping for long-burning candles à la mama. 
Who has more power—the newly-wedded wife, or the now forever perfect 
dead mother? While Rebekah may comfort Isaac for Sarah’s death, she by 
no means displaces Sarah. As I shall now show, Rebekah does, however, 
displace Abraham.
 Genesis 22 does not end with Isaac’s release from the altar, as might 
have been anticipated. Instead, we find a genealogy listing eight sons of 
Abraham’s brother, Nahor. Only the youngest is taken up by the text: ‘And 
Bethuel gave birth to Rebekah’. The reference to Rebekah has a strik-
ing impact; Rebekah, and to a lesser extent Bethuel, stand out as the only 
figures of interest in an otherwise unmemorable list. The pair resurfaces in 
Genesis 24, where Abraham commissions his servant to go and find a wife 
for Isaac:

And Abraham was now old, advanced in years, and the lord had blessed 
Abraham in all things. And Abraham said to the senior servant of his house-
hold, who had charge of all that he owned, ‘Put your hand on my thigh and I 
will make you swear by the lord, the God of heaven and the God of earth, 
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that you will not take a wife for my son from the daughter of the Canaan-
ites among whom I dwell, but go to the land of my birth and get a wife for 
my son Isaac.’ And the servant said to him, ‘What if the woman does not 
consent to follow me to this land, shall I then take your son back to the land 
from which you came?’ Abraham answered him, ‘On no account must you 
take my son back there!’ (24.1-6)

Although Rebekah is secured ultimately as a result of a deal between the 
servant and God, the servant cites Abraham twice in his request for divine 
assistance:

O lord, God of my master Abraham, grant me good fortune this day, and 
deal graciously with my master Abraham (24.12).

It is important that Abraham remains at the forefront of the narrative here. 
His presence serves to highlight his imminent exit from the stage, and the 
test devised by the servant to identify a wife for Isaac helps to speed his 
departure. Surely it was calculated to identify a woman with the attribute 
that exemplified her future father-in-law—hospitality:

Here I stand by the spring as the daughters of the townsmen come out to 
draw water; let the maiden to whom I say, ‘Please lower your jar that I may 
drink’, and who replies, ‘Drink, and I will also water your camels’—let her 
be the one whom You have decreed for Your servant Isaac. Thereby shall I 
know you have dealt graciously with my master (24.13-14).

The servant’s test leads him to a woman so hospitable that she takes care 
of animals as well as humans, and the parallels with Abraham become even 
more evident once she materializes:

He had scarcely finished speaking, when Rebekah, who was born to Bethuel, 
the son of Milchah the wife of Abraham’s brother Nahor, came out with a 
jar on her shoulder. The maiden was very beautiful, a virgin whom no man 
had known. She went down to the spring, filled her jar, and came up. The 
servant ran toward her and said, ‘Please let me sip a little water from your 
jar’. ‘Drink, my Lord’, she said, and she quickly lowered her jar upon her 
hand and let him drink. When she had let him drink his fill, she said, ‘I will 
also draw for your camels, until they finish drinking.’ Quickly emptying her 
jar into the trough, she ran back to the well to draw and she drew for all his 
camels (24.15-20).

As well as possessing precisely that form of hospitality that Abraham exhib-
ited towards the angels who announced Isaac’s birth (Gen. 18.2-8), Rebekah 
is a member of Abraham’s own family. And the connection between the two is 
sealed when Bethuel and Laban bestow upon Rebekah a blessing that is near-
identical to God’s blessing of Abraham after he has sacrificed the ram:

And they blessed Rebekah and they said to her, Our sister you should live 
for a thousand generations and your offspring should possess/inherit the 
gates of those who hate them (24.60).
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God promised Abraham that his descendants would possess the gates of 
their enemies, and now comes a blessing for Rebekah that, taken at face 
value, indicates that Abraham’s blessing will be transmitted through her. 
 But here is the question. Should the servant’s success in finding Isaac a 
wife with an uncanny resemblance to his master be read, according to the 
narrative’s own logic, as a negative or a positive comment on Abraham? As 
Phyllis Trible sees it, Abraham’s detachment from the world represents a 
spiritual ideal, necessary before he can achieve an appropriate relationship 
with God.38 On this reading, Abraham’s removal from the text would be 
positive. As I see it, though, both Abraham and Isaac are diminished by the 
events at Moriah, and the final evidence of this may be inferred from the 
precise terms of the announcement of Abraham’s death (25.7-11), which 
is preceded by a list of Abraham’s wives/concubines and their respective 
offspring:

Abraham took another wife, whose name was Keturah. She bore him 
Zimran, Jokshan, Medan, Midian, Ishbak, and Shuah. Jokshan begot Sheba 
and Dedan. The descendants of Dedan were the Asshurim, the Letushim, 
and the Leummim. The descendants of Midian were Ephah, Epher, Enoch, 
Abida, and Eldaah. All these were descendants of Keturah. Abraham willed 
all that he had to Isaac; but to Abraham’s sons by concubines Abraham gave 
gifts while he was still living, and he sent them away from his son Isaac 
eastward, to the land of the East (Gen. 25.1-6).

The names of Abraham’s sons with Keturah are, for the most part, shock-
ingly unfamiliar, and even familiar names such as Midian are not ones we 
generally associate with Abraham. Keturah herself, like Abel, vanishes like 
‘incense’. Ishmael is not mentioned at all, although he has his own geneal-
ogy a few verses later, and nor is Hagar; both Ishmael and Hagar are argu-
ably downgraded by their appearance on a longer list of mothers and sons 
expelled for the benefit of Isaac. Although Sarah is not named or implied 
on this list, she is prominent in the verses that ensue: Isaac and Ishmael 
buried Abraham in the cave of Machpelah, ‘together with Sarah his wife’. 
Abraham, then, has twelve children, most of whom even knowledgeable 
readers struggle to name. Only one son counts, and he is distinguished by 
being his mother’s only child.39 
 Sarah’s focal position in the big picture of Genesis highlights both 
Abraham’s surprising transience and, the subject to which I now turn, her 
absence in Genesis 22. What would Sarah have done had she been present? 
We can only speculate, and many have—attempting to situate Sarah in 
the vicinity of Mount Moriah and guess her response. The best piece of 

 38. ‘The Sacrifice of Sarah’, pp. 151-52.
 39. Cf. Bathsheba, whose only son succeeds David, the father of several other 
children (1 Kgs 1.28-30).
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revisionism I know on this topic is the Dublin mystery play’s ‘Sacrifice 
of Isaac’, which has the matriarch participate centrally in the lead-up to 
Moriah and in its aftermath. I quote it at length in part to give a sense 
of its wonderful humour, but mainly because it seems to me so entirely 
convincing. Hearing Abraham’s plans, Sarah expresses concern—at once 
humorously and poignantly—that Isaac might fall off his horse and get his 
clothes dirty:

Then, sithe ye wol haue forthe my childe,
Goode, loke that his horse be not so wilde,
& sirs, wayte on hym, that he be not defilde
With neither cley nor fen.

 Abraham brushes her off and sets out with Isaac for Mount Moriah. Once 
there, he shares his plan with Isaac, who assumes he has offended his father 
and wonders if Sarah was in the picture:

Alas, what have I displesid this lord of blisse,
that I shal be martyred in this mysse?
But, gentil fader, wot my modre of this,
that I shall be dede?

 Abraham confirms that she was not:
She? mary, son, christ forbede!
Nay, to tell her it is no nede:
for whan that euer she knoweth this dede,
She wol ete affter but litel brede.

 Isaac agrees that Sarah would have come too had she suspected what lay 
in store:

In feithe, for my moder I dare well say, 
And had she wist of this aray,
I had not riden out from her this day,
But she had riden also.

 Claiming he had no choice in the matter, Abraham begs Isaac not to infer 
that Sarah loved him more than Abraham did:

Yea, son, god must be serued ay,
Thi modre may not haue her wille all way.
I loue the as wele as she dothe, in fay,
& yit this dede must be do.

 They return together to the maternal home. Hearing what has transpired, 
Sarah is almost, but not quite, lost for words:

Alas, all then had gone to wrake;
Wold ye haue slayne my sone Isaac?
Nay, than al my joy had me forsake!
Alas, where was your mynde?
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The Dublin Mystery Play creates a vivid reconstruction of how Sarah might 
have responded to her son’s near-sacrifice. Given her intense level of activ-
ity in events surrounding the conception, birth, and upbringing of Isaac, this 
does not seem entirely fanciful. Genesis itself contains ample evidence that 
Sarah would have resisted God’s command to sacrifice her son.
 The circumstances of Isaac’s conception are the first indication that 
Sarah would not have taken lying down God’s command to kill Isaac. Sarah 
was barren from the outset (11.30), which explains why Abraham responds 
sceptically to the promise of descendants (12.2): ‘What can you give me 
seeing that I am childless?’ (15.2). Yet while Abraham makes no effort 
to acquire an heir, Sarah is all action, convincing her husband to take her 
Egyptian maid, as a concubine so that she may be ‘built up’ through Hagar 
(16.2). Abraham follows her advice (literally ‘hears her voice’) and Hagar 
soon gives birth to Abraham’s first-born, Ishmael. Even before Ishmael’s 
birth, Sarah feels inadequate in comparison with Hagar (Gen. 16.5), high-
lighting the price she has paid in her quest for a child. Once Isaac is born 
and weaned, Sarah can no longer tolerate Ishmael’s presence (perhaps he 
really does threaten Isaac), and she orders Abraham to cast him out, along 
with Hagar, lest he diminish Isaac’s inheritance. Abraham is distressed—
Ishmael is his son too—but God tells him to do what Sarah says (lit. hear 
her voice, 21.11-12); he has already promised that Abraham’s line will con-
tinue through Isaac, not Ishmael (Gen. 17.21). Once again, Sarah has taken 
matters into her own hands and, once again, God’s intentions turn out to 
coincide with her desires. While none of this establishes beyond doubt that 
she would have been similarly active if confronted with the command at 
Moriah, it is hard to imagine that she would not have resisted at all. God 
urges Abraham on two separate occasions to listen to Sarah’s voice, once 
when she asks him to take Hagar as a concubine (16.2), and again when she 
wants him to banish Ishmael and Hagar (21.12). This renders all the more 
audible Sarah’s (enforced) silence at Mount Moriah. Surely Sarah’s was the 
voice to which Abraham should have attended. I turn now to another bibli-
cal narrative which both amplifies Sarah’s silence, and guides the reader of 
Genesis 22 as to how that silence might ideally have been filled.

A Biblical Intertext

Rabbinic commentators already link the story of the non-Israelite prophet 
Balaam and his speaking ass to the near-sacrifice of Isaac,40 and their con-
nection is justified by many parallels, structural and linguistic, that are 
present in the biblical texts themselves. Both Abraham and Balaam get up 
in the morning, saddle an ass at the beginning of a divinely commanded or 

 40. See especially Num. R. 20.10-15.
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endorsed journey, set out with two servant boys and a load-bearing animal, 
and encounter an angel who reverses God’s original instructions. The 
number three features prominently in both narratives, both describe how a 
man sees something significant that was there all the time, both culminate 
in blessings for Abraham’s descendants, and both chart a movement from 
hearing to seeing. Building on Y. Zakovitch’s notion of the reflection story,41 
a literary device in which, say, one narrative mirrors another with the aim 
of comparing their two protagonists to the disadvantage of one of them, 
J. Safren suggests that Numbers 22 intentionally reflects Genesis 22 in an 
attempt to discredit Balaam in relation to Abraham.42 It is easy to see why 
Safren reaches this conclusion. As a non-Israelite who receives prophecies 
from God, Balaam was a problematic figure for the rabbis. Rabbinic texts 
rarely mention his name without a disparaging adjective (usually Balaam 
the evil), their profound discomfort is often traced back to the Bible itself. It 
seems to me more likely that rabbinic commentaries are so hostile to Balaam 
precisely because the Bible is not sufficiently negative for their taste. At any 
rate, the desire to denigrate Balaam is surely inadequate as an explanation 
for the painstakingly constructed web of structural and verbal connections 
that links these two narratives. My explanation is the opposite of Safren’s: 
the story of Balaam’s ass (not present in account of Balaam found in Deir 
Allah) was inserted into the Balaam narrative to reflect negatively on Abra-
ham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac, and, more particularly, to raise questions about 
whether obedience is an appropriate response to a voice from heaven, even 
when it is safe to assume it is indeed a divine command.
 My reading has some advantages over Safren’s. First, the parallels between 
the two texts outlined above are precisely that—parallels. If we are going to 
draw opposite conclusions about the two figures involved, we must identify 
a textual justification for contrasting where we might just as easily compare. 
A reading in which Abraham should be construed positively while Balaam 
should be construed negatively might, for example, be signalled by a final 
narrative twist in which one figure acts differently, or where one is explic-
itly or implicitly praised while the other is condemned. It is hard to come 
up with such a signal in Genesis 22 or Numbers 22; the parallels appear to 
remain stable throughout. In each case, a man looked set to follow a course of 
action that was detrimental for Israel (the sacrifice of the son through whom 
the line would continue, and the cursing of the entire people). In each case, 
God seems to have desired (Abraham, 22.2) or at least condoned (Balaam, 
22.20) the action in question, and in each case, the situation changes in 
Israel’s favour after an animal has been killed (the ram) or harmed (the ass 

 41. ‘Reflection Story: Another Dimension of the Evaluations of Characters in Bibli-
cal Narrative’, Tarbiz 54 (1985), pp. 165-76 [Heb.].
 42. ‘Balaam and Abraham’, VT 38 (1988), pp. 105-28.
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which, significantly, perhaps, is killed in rabbinic expansions of the story such 
as Numbers Rabbah 20.14). Finally, both central figures bring blessings to 
Israel. Given these strong similarities, what aspect of the biblical texts entitles 
us to differentiate between Abraham and Balaam?
 The two biblical narratives share in addition a theological movement 
that encourages a similar assessment of their characters. Both texts focus 
intensively on the language and imagery of hearing and seeing, and in both 
cases what is heard is ultimately qualified or at least supplemented by what 
is seen. Both Abraham and Balaam respond passively to instructions they 
have heard. In Abraham’s case, there is no suggestion that he saw God, but 
Balaam’s experience is less easily quantifiable. The use of the verb ‘to come’ 
may suggest a visual component to his night-time encounters with God, and 
his final blessing to Israel moves between the oral and the visual in a way that 
suggests they were simultaneous throughout (‘Word of Balaam son of Beor, 
Word of the man whose eye is true, Word of him who hears God’s speech, 
Who beholds visions from the Almighty’, 24.3-4). Against this, vision is not 
mentioned in the blessings that precede the ass episode, when it is explicitly 
reported that God opened Balaam’s eyes. Perhaps the text should be read pro-
gressively—the man who hears without seeing becomes the man whose eyes 
are opened. The fact that the verb hlg, reveal, occurs in both the ass narra-
tive (22.31) and in the final blessing (24.4) increases the probability that the 
vision component in 24.1-5 is new. There is, moreover, a more comprehen-
sive narrative shift from hearing to seeing. Balak asks Balaam three times to 
curse Israel. On the first two occasions, Balaam consults God and tells Balak 
that he can utter only those words that God has put into his mouth. On the 
third occasion, Balaam responds differently. He does not hear God’s words 
but rather sees both that God wants him to bless Israel, and, more importantly, 
that Israel is good and merits blessing. When Balaam subsequently blesses 
Israel—‘How good are your tents, O Jacob, your dwellings O Israel’ (24.5) 
—he is not merely repeating words that God put in his mouth. Rather, he has 
seen for himself that blessing Israel is the appropriate thing to do. Accord-
ing to the narrative’s own logic, God prefers prophets who report what they 
infer from their own observations over those who adhere slavishly to divine 
commands. Since even an ass can speak if God puts words in its mouth, what 
respect should be accorded to a prophet who simply rehearses what he has 
been told?

A View from the Talmud

Alongside the many similarities between Genesis 22 and Numbers 22 is at 
least one important difference: the gender of the ass, which is male (rmx) 
in Genesis 22 and female (Nt)) in Numbers 22. The regendering of the ass 
may be a key to understanding what is really at issue. Since the female ass 



208 Longing for Egypt and Other Unexpected Biblical Tales 

is one of only two speaking animals in the Bible (along with the snake), and 
because Hebrew is a gendered language and feminine verbs are relatively 
unusual in the Bible, the gender of the ass makes a strong impression, but 
what does it signify. I suggest that the gender of Balaam’s ass sharpens 
the reader’s focus on what is missing in Genesis 22, namely Sarah’s voice 
challenging the divine command and interceding on behalf of her son. It 
seems to me that, though by no means its central focus, b. Avodah Zarah 
4a-b contains the tantalising suggestion that intercession, represented here 
by the female ass, lies at the heart of Numbers 22, and the talmudic authors 
had in mind Sarah’s absence in Genesis 22 when they were busy presenting 
Balaam’s ass, as opposed to Balaam, as a model of intercession.
 Numbers 22 is cited by b. Avodah Zarah in the context of a discussion of 
Jews, gentiles and theodicy: who will be punished, why and when, and what 
can prevent or divert punishment? The rabbis notice a discrepancy between 
Ezek. 21.8, which reports that righteous and evil alike will be punished, and 
Gen. 18.26, where God says that he will not punish the righteous along with 
the wicked. This inconsistency is resolved by the claim that even the most 
righteous men in Ezekiel, the elders who sit in front of the Temple and know 
the law from ) to t (aleph to tav) are not fully righteous because they failed 
to ‘protest’:

Said R. Aba b. Kahana: What is the meaning of the verse, That be far from 
You to act in this way, to slay the righteous with the wicked? Abraham said: 
‘Sovereign of the Universe, it is a desecration to act in this way.’ Yet does not 
God act in this way? Is it not written, And I will cut off from you the righteous 
and the wicked? That refers to one who is not thoroughly righteous. But not to 
one who is wholly righteous? Is it not written, And begin [the slaughter] with 
my sanctuary, which, R. Joseph learned, should not be read ‘my sanctuary’ 
but ‘my sanctified ones’, namely the men who fulfilled the Torah from Aleph 
to Tav? There, too, since it was in their power to protest and they did not 
protest, wxym )lw twxml, they are not regarded as thoroughly righteous.

Some translations imply that Ezekiel’s righteous men fail to protest against 
the wickedness of others, but the broader context, a discussion of divine 
anger and its management, suggests that they fail rather to intercede. Unlike 
Abraham at Sodom and Gomorrah, Ezekiel’s elders do not try to convince 
God to limit or redirect his anger and act justly towards the righteous. This 
reading is supported by the ensuing discussion, which turns to the question 
of who can stand before God, that is, stand up to God and turn away his 
anger. How often, it asks, is God angry, and for how long? God is angry 
every day, is the reply, but only for a moment. And who knows precisely 
when that moment will occur? The wicked Balaam!

No creature could ever precisely fix this moment, except Balaam the 
wicked, of whom it is written who knew the knowledge [the mind] of the 
Most High.
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Not surprisingly, the suggestion that Balaam knew the mind of God pro-
vokes rabbinic anxiety, and the text moves quickly to qualify it. How could 
Balaam have known the mind of God? He did not even know the mind of 
his donkey. Numbers 22 contains ample evidence of this last claim: Balaam 
repeatedly fails to see why his ass is swerving from side to side, and he over-
looks entirely her past unswerving loyalty to him. Yet the rabbis overlook 
these obvious features of the biblical text and construct instead a complex 
argument between Balaam and the ass, in which she eventually forces him 
to confront an aspect of their relationship that he would have preferred to 
overlook:

Is that possible [that he knew the mind of God]? He did not know the mind 
of his animal, how could he have known the mind of the Most High! What 
is meant by the words ‘he did not know the mind of his animal’? At the 
time when he was seen riding on his ass, they said to him, ‘Why do you 
not ride on a horse?’ And he replied, ‘I consigned mine to the meadow. 
Whereupon the ass said, ‘Am I not your ass?’ Just for carrying burdens’, 
he interrupted. ‘Upon whom you have ridden,’ she continued. ‘Only casu-
ally,’ he interrupted again. ‘Ever since I was yours,’ she interrupted again. 
‘What is more [she added], I have carried you by day and have been your 
companion [performed as a wife] by night’ (for the word ‘I was accus-
tomed’ [ytnksh Nkshh], used here, is analogous to the word ‘let her be his 
companion’ [tnkws] used elsewhere [of Abishag in 1 Kgs 1.4].)

For the Talmud, in contrast to the Bible, it is not the ass’s clear sightedness 
or even her loyalty that wins the day, but her superior powers of argument. 
Read in this light, ‘knowing the mind of God’ has two distinct meanings. 
The first, explicit in the Talmudic text, is the knowledge of precisely when 
God is angry. The second, only implicit, but closely related to the first, 
assumes that to know a mind is to possess the power to overcome it in 
argument. The ass knows Balaam’s mind and can thus persuade, convince 
or overwhelm him in argument—indeed, she can literally change his mind. 
Balaam, however, does not know the mind of his ass and therefore cannot 
change it. On the assumption that the ass’s special strengths were chosen for 
the express purpose of highlighting Balaam’s particular weaknesses, we can 
see at once what Balaam’s fatal flaw was believed by the rabbis to be. He 
could not intercede (argue with God) on behalf of others, and was thus inca-
pable of performing the central task of prophecy. Balaam’s failure to inter-
cede for Israel is highlighted by God’s need to restrain his own anger—a 
true prophet would have done it for him:

What, then, is the meaning of He knew the knowledge of the Most High?—
He knew the exact hour when the Holy One, blessed be He, is angry. This, 
indeed, is what the Prophet is alluding to when he says, O my people, 
remember now what Balak king of Moab consulted, and what Balaam son 
of Beor answered him from Shittim to Gilgal; that you may know the righ-
teousness of the Lord. Said R. Eleazar: The Holy One, blessed be He, said 
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to Israel, O my people, see how many righteous acts I did for you, in that 
I abstained from anger all those days, for had I been in anger, none would 
have remained or been spared of Israel’s enemies (i.e. Israel).43 This, too, 
is what Balaam refers to when he says, How can I curse, seeing that God 
does not curse, and how can I be wrathful, seeing that the Lord has not been 
wrathful?

This re-reading raises a question. If the point of the talmudic exchange is 
not, as usually suggested, to damage Balaam’s reputation by accusing him 
of bestiality,44 but rather to demonstrate the limits of his power to inter-
cede, why highlight—still more than the Bible does—the ass’s gender? 
One possible answer may be found in the talmudic insistence that Balaam’s 
ass is his wife (explicit in the Hebrew, tw#y)). A structural comparison 
of Genesis 22 and Numbers 22 makes it clear that Abraham and Balaam 
are equivalents. At first glance it appears that the asses, male and female, 
should also be equivalents, but a second glance reveals that the feminiza-
tion of the ass and the introduction of her voice makes Balaam’s ass into the 
structural equivalent of a figure present only by her absence in Genesis 22: 
Sarah. I suggest that the Bible introduced the figure of the ass in Numbers 
22 to highlight what Sarah would have done at Mount Moriah had she been 
present, namely, interceded for her son.45 Although b. Avodah Zarah makes 
no explicit mention of Abraham or Genesis 22, the juxtaposition of this text 
with a reference to Abraham’s negotiations at Sodom and Gomorrah show 
that not merely did its authors have Abraham in mind, but they had in mind 
particularly the subject of Abraham’s intercession. This is also suggested 
by structural similarities between the talmudic dialogue involving Balaam 
and his ass and the dialogue involving God and Abraham in b. Sanhedrin 
29b. This dialogue, often associated with Rashi, takes the occurrence of 
)n in Gen. 22.2 as its point of departure for a midrashic expansion of God’s 
command that Abraham should sacrifice Isaac:

[God said] ‘Take your son’. He [Abraham] said to Him, ‘I have two sons’. 
He [God] said to him, ‘Your only one’. He said to Him, ‘This one is the 
only son of his mother, and that one is the only son of his mother.’ He said 
to him, ‘Whom you love.’ He said to Him, ‘I love them both.’ He said to 
him, ‘Isaac’.

 43. ‘Israel’s enemies’ means ‘Israel’ in this context.
 44. See Num. R. 20.14, which cites Lev. 20.16 on women who lie with animals, and 
claims that God deprived animals of speech to prevent them from seducing people as 
the ass seduced Balaam.
 45. Another biblical text that may serve a similar purpose is 2 Kgs 4.8-37, in which 
the wealthy Shunammite, a formerly barren woman married to an old man, rides 
a she-ass to a mountain to ask Elisha to revive her dead son. It is easy to see why 
midrashic texts link the Shunammite with Sarah, especially in view of 2 Kgs 3.27, in 
which the king of Moab offers his first-born son as a burnt offering.
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Both midrashic expansions create a dialogue based on a combination of 
biblical citations (God/Balaam) and rabbinic responses (Abraham/the ass), 
and in both cases the rabbinic responses represent resistance to the original 
speaker.
 Why, asks b. Sanhedrin 89b, does God circumlocute in Gen. 22.2, 
rather than simply demand, ‘take Isaac’? The answers are highly pertinent 
to our present concerns. First, it establishes beyond doubt that Abraham 
heard God correctly (the general context is a discussion about the fate of 
prophets who report words they have not heard—they are slain by heaven). 
And second, it provides what Genesis 22 otherwise lacks: an attempt by 
Abraham to resist God’s command or at the very least to stall. The implica-
tions of this are extraordinary. In Genesis 22, as many rabbinic commentar-
ies note, Abraham does not resist the command to sacrifice his beloved son, 
despite his fierce advocacy on behalf of the citizens of Sodom and Gomor-
rah. Likewise, in Numbers 22, the ‘prophet’ Balaam does not resist orders, 
but follows exactly what he is last told to do, whether by the king of Moab 
or by God. In the biblical narrative, the female ass contrasts with Balaam, 
twisting and turning to avoid the messenger of God who is blocking her 
path, and she proceeds to argue logically and effectively with Balaam when 
he confronts her. The Talmud expands the argument between the ass and 
Balaam in the context of diverting or redirecting divine anger. The message 
is clear. Although things turned out well in the end, with Balaam recogniz-
ing that Israel deserved blessings, he should have engaged more actively 
from the outset—resistance is a prophet’s proper response to God. Bearing 
this in mind, the parallels between Genesis 22 and Numbers 22, especially 
as interpreted by the rabbis, yield a different message: Abraham should have 
engaged with God at Moriah as he did at Sodom and Gomorrah. Obedience 
was not the desired response to a divine command.

Summing Up

Biblical law is often equated with the voice of God. In this chapter, I have 
tried to show that law in the Bible, especially in Deuteronomy and texts that 
share its essential worldview, may be better understood as the combined 
voices of God and Israel. As I conceive it, biblical law reflects, represents 
and requires engagement. Obedience to law, is not merely unimportant, but 
may be negative, at least where it forecloses engagement. On this reading, 
which I do not for one moment take to be the only way of thinking about 
biblical law, law functions above all as a mechanism of intercession, gen-
erating engagement with God on Israel’s behalf. In its most intense and 
effective form, this intercessory engagement between God and Israel over 
law is quasi-erotic, as is indicated in some biblical (Ps. 119) and rabbinic 
texts where engagement involves a woman or a ‘feminized’ man. Examples 
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of such texts may be found in the midrashic parable on the death of Moses, 
which represents him as the wife of a king who preserves the life of their 
son by helping the king control his anger, and in the two midrashim on Gen. 
12.1 that represent Abraham as the princess of Tyre and our ‘little sister who 
has no breasts’ from the Song of Songs.46

 With all this in mind, I have argued that even Genesis 22, the bib-
lical text identified above all with obedience, may be a polemic against 
it. Had the story remained a one-way conversation—God speaking and 
Abraham responding—it could only have ended badly with the death of 
Isaac. Abraham was required to argue, as he did at Sodom and Gomor-
rah, or to offer something else instead (substitution is after all the absolute 
essence of sacrifice), which is precisely what he does. Omri Boehm reads 
the angelic interventions in Genesis 22 as later additions that mask Abra-
ham’s disobedience.47 In what Boehm envisages as an earlier version of 
the narrative in which there were no angels, Abraham’s sacrifice of the ram 
would have been directly contrary to his unamended instruction to offer up 
Isaac. Without commenting here on compositional and redactional ques-
tions raised by Boehm, I shall note that the angelic interventions can be read 
quite differently. Rather than masking Abraham’s obedience, they may be 
seen as textual indicators that what Abraham eventually did was what God 
wanted all along. That is, Genesis 22 promotes not obedience but a gradu-
ally intensifying engagement culminating in the identification of something 
that could be offered in place of God’s original request. Without the angels, 
this claim would be controversial. With the angels, there can be no question 
that God did not in fact want what he said he wanted!
 I need hardly say that many writers have wrestled with ethical issues 
raised by God’s apparently inflexible demand for obedience in Genesis 22, 
but I cite just one—legal theorist, Ronald Dworkin:

Imagine yourself in the position of Abraham holding a knife over the breast 
of his son, Isaac. Suppose you believe you have an absolute religious duty 
to obey your God, no matter what, and also an absolute moral duty not to 
injure your own child, no matter what, and you conceive these duties as 
independent in their source. Your theology insists both that God’s author-
ity in no way stems from the morality of his command and that morality’s 
authority in no way stems from God’s command. So long as you hold these 
convictions, you will be certain that you cannot avoid doing wrong. You 

 46. I am grateful to members of the London Forum in Jewish Antiquity, and espe-
cially to its convenor, Moshe Lavee, for their generous and helpful responses to an 
exploratory paper on gendered intercession in rabbinic texts (December 2006) that 
emerged from the analyses presented here. A fuller version was presented at the Asso-
ciation of Jewish Studies, Toronto, 2007.
 47. ‘The Binding of Isaac: An Inner-Biblical Polemic on the Question of “Disobey-
ing” a Manifestly Illegal Order’, VT 52 (2002), pp. 1-12.
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are, as it were, subject to two sovereigns—God and morality—and in the 
tragic difficulty that, at least as you understand the situation, the command 
of each counts as nothing in the eyes of the other. You must choose, and 
each choice is a final and terrible disloyalty.48

I do not delude myself that my interpretation of Genesis 22 would, or should, 
reassure Dworkin and those who share his concerns, but I do think that it 
bears directly on his paradox of the two sovereigns, God and morality. As 
I have read this biblical text, a choice is not required. Human engagement 
over divine commands will inevitably involve an appeal to moral values 
acquired independently, not to mention such aspects of human experience 
as emotional attachment, and indeed the intention from the outset was that 
law, as packaged and delivered to Israel, would demand such engagement.
 In The Concept of Law, H.L.A. Hart sought to complicate traditional 
discussions of law by showing that the notion of a supreme being issuing 
orders backed by threats is not a helpful model for thinking about all kinds 
of law. For reasons quite different from Hart’s, I have wanted to compli-
cate that notion in relation to biblical law. This is partly because it fails 
to account for a great deal of biblical law of the cosmic ordering type, 
but mainly because it fails to do justice to even those texts that appear to 
conform to the traditional model. Biblical law, like Balaam’s ass as the 
rabbis recreate her, is a complex beast, but it seems to me to function as a 
mechanism for intercession that works both by offering a vehicle through 
which intercession can take place, and by preserving examples of inter-
cession that were effective in former times. These examples can serve as a 
model of how law can function as a vehicle for intercession, effective for 
its capacity to demonstrate to God that his relationship with Israel is and 
always has been dialogic, based on engagement and drawing on enduring 
love.

 48. Justice in Robes (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2006), pp. 110-11.



Chapter 7

the furnAce of desire: 
forging identities in foreign bedrooms

‘She’s all States and all Princes I’1

Thou hast committed—
Fornication: but that was in another country,
And besides, the wench is dead.2

Bedroom Politics

With Ruth the exception that proves the rule, foreign women in the Bible 
are represented by later interpreters as harlots and seductresses.3 (Ruth 
is a seductress too, but for the sake of heaven, or at least for the sake of 
her mother-in-law, one or the other of which puts her above most criti-
cism.) The textual reality is less straightforward. Biblical narratives that 
appear to be negative about foreign women are usually more nuanced than 
received tradition allows and, in some cases, their much-discussed hostility 
to foreign women may not reflect their authors’ views at all, but rather the 
wishful thinking of censorious later readers. My interest in this chapter will 
be divided between two different texts that offer different but complemen-
tary perspectives on foreign women. I shall move to Genesis 39, the story 
of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, via a text that constitutes a socio-historical 
backdrop of sorts to the narrative encounters between Israelite men and 
foreign women (and, in the case of Genesis 34, between an Israelite woman 
and a foreign man): Ezra 9–10.
 The book of Ezra has been the source of a great deal of scholarly attention 
in recent years, almost all of it hostile. Ezra himself, or his literary alter-ego, 
has been accused of a range of humanitarian crimes and misdemeanours, 

 1. John Donne, ‘The Sunne Rising’.
 2. Christopher Marlowe, The Jew of Malta, but known to many as T.S. Eliot’s 
epigraph to ‘Portrait of a Lady’.
 3. This chapter is dedicated to Ron Pirson, University of Tilburg, Netherlands, a 
fine young scholar who was tragically unable to fulfil his potential. May his memory 
be for a blessing.
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from low-grade xenophobia,4 through witch hunts,5 to ethnic cleansing, 
arising in the main from his indisputably fierce opposition to marriage 
between the returning exiles and the daughters of the people of the land.6 
A good index of the mounting hostility towards Ezra among contemporary 
Bible scholars is the prevalence in English translations and commentaries 
of the language of expulsion.7 This implies that Ezra hoped to drive foreign 
women from the land, so they would stop polluting it with their unclean-
ness. A good example may be found in Harold Washington’s sensitive treat-
ment of the subject:

A key to this problem lies in the peculiarly gendered vocabulary that 
denotes, on the one hand, the community’s holiness (‘the holy seed’; Ezra 
9.2); and on the other, the threatening contaminant (‘[menstrual] impurity’; 
Ezra 9.11). The former is an unmistakably male emblem of purity; the latter 
a specifically female pollution. This language therefore unavoidably posi-
tions women as signifiers of the stranger within. The female body repre-
sents, in Kristeva’s terms, the abject, that which must be expelled.8

This is not the place for the detailed close reading required to support in 
full the alternative reading that I am about to propose. I hope, though, that 
the following observations will make the general point that, although Ezra 
is unambiguously opposed to marriages between Israelite men and foreign 
women (which, admittedly, some modern readers may regard as a form 
of racism in itself), he is not opposed to foreign women in and of them-
selves, does not consider them to be a contaminant, almost certainly does 
not propose expulsion as a solution to the problem, and cannot be accused 
of ethnic cleansing.9

 4. M. Douglas, Jacob’s Tears: The Priestly Work of Reconciliation (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 72. 
 5. D. Janzen, Witch-Hunts, Purity and Social Boundaries: The Expulsion of the 
Foreign Women in Ezra 9–10 (Sheffield: JSOTSup, 350; Sheffield Academic Press, 
2002).
 6. T. Cohn Eskenazi makes the important point that the intermarriage prohibitions 
at 10.11 are ‘Ezra’s only direct commands in the book’, In an Age of Prose: A Literary 
Approach to Ezra and Nehemiah (Society of Biblical Literature Monograph Series, 36; 
Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988), p. 69.
 7. P.R. Ackroyd, Exile and Restoration: A Study of Hebrew Thought of the Sixth 
Century (Old Testament Library; London: SCM Press, 1968), pp. 261-62, claims that 
the women had to be expelled ‘for the preservation of the life and faith of the com-
munity’. J. Blenkinsopp, Ezra and Nehemiah (London: SCM Press, 1988), p. 179, 
assumes that expulsion was intended but that it was called off suddenly.
 8. ‘Israel’s Holy Seed and the Foreign Women of Ezra–Nehemiah: A Kristevan 
Reading’, Biblical Interpretation, 11 (2003), pp. 427-37.
 9. My reading is consistent in some respects with that proposed by Yonina Dor in 
Were the Foreign Women Really Expelled? The Question of Separation at the Time 
of the Restoration to Zion (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2006) [Heb.]. Dor doubts, as I 
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 Before I can proceed, an important point of clarification is in order. I am 
instinctively inclined to agree with Sara Japhet that Ezra’s foreign wives are 
most unlikely to be foreign.10 Rather, the foreign women represent for Ezra 
the Judeans who did not go into exile, and whom Ezra wants to disenfran-
chise. This perception should have a profound effect on all discussions of 
racism in Ezra. The use of a racial label as a term of abuse is qualitatively 
different depending on whether or not the person to whom it is attached 
is actually a member of the racial group in question. It is one thing for a 
non-Jew to use the term ‘Jew’ to insult a second non-Jew who is behaving 
in a way that the non-Jewish speaker identifies as stereotypically Jewish. It 
is quite another matter when a non-Jew uses the term ‘Jew’ in an abusive 
way towards someone who is Jewish. And it would be different yet again 
if a Jew were to apply that terminology to someone who is Jewish. As with 
ethnically-based jokes, context is all. Yet there is another sense in which 
an ethnic label, once used disparagingly, takes on a life of its own, and to 
embark on a nuanced analysis of its object is to miss the point. Regardless 
of how he considered the actual status of these women, Ezra described them 
using a word that unambiguously evoked foreignness. Moreover, ‘foreign’ 
was not just a label for Ezra, a cheap shot at a third party. He advocated that 
the women should be treated in every way as if they were foreign, which 
influenced no doubt the way that ‘real’ foreigners were treated, both in the 
Judah of his own times, and subsequently by other readers of the Bible. 
That leads me to my final point on this matter. Whatever messages Ezra 
meant to convey about the foreignness or otherwise of these women, the 
history of interpretation has used him as a starting-point for evaluating bib-
lical attitudes towards foreigners, which, in some respects, is fair enough. 
For this, and the other reasons mentioned just above, it makes sense in the 
context of my project here to proceed as if Ezra’s wives really were foreign, 
even though I doubt that was the case.
 My reading of Ezra will be based primarily on two intertexts, Deut. 
24.1-4, which is sometimes cited in connection with Ezra 9–10, but has 
not to my knowledge been discussed in detail in this context, and passages 
from Genesis 6–9 that I have not seen mentioned at all in relation to Ezra’s 
intermarriage prohibition. This intertextual approach calls for a comment 
on my theory of composition for the texts involved. As will be clear below, 

do, that the expulsion occurred in actuality, and suggests, as I do, that Ezra’s intended 
response was ritual, but we differ in the role we see for divorce (which I do think 
occurred, at least according to Ezra), and in the texts outside Ezra to which we appeal 
(Dor does not make connections to the Genesis flood narrative).
 10. S. Japhet, ‘People and Land in the Restoration Period’, in G. Strecker (ed.), Das 
Land Israel in biblischer Zeit (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1983), pp. 103-25. 
See also L.L. Grabbe, Ezra and Nehemiah (London: Routledge, 1998), p. 196.
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it seems most likely to me that Ezra knew Deut. 24.1-4 in more or less 
the form in which we have it, but I keep an open mind on whether or not 
the authors of the relevant passages of Genesis allude to Deuteronomy. 
Some of the resonances I identify between Ezra and Genesis 6–9 seem best 
explained by assuming that Ezra knew Genesis and shaped his narrative 
with the intention of evoking it. I take this to be the case when details that 
stand out in Ezra as eccentric or esoteric correspond closely to elements 
of Genesis. When, on the other hand, components of the flood narrative 
that have long troubled commentators turn out to have close parallels, or 
sometimes to be mirrored exactly, in Ezra, it seems most plausible that 
Genesis was redacted by Ezra or his ‘school’, or by editors who had Ezra 
in mind. As for Gen. 6.1-4, the pericope that sparked this analysis for me, I 
cannot comment on its origins, but think that its final form and placement 
in Genesis reflects Ezra, not vice versa. It may be worth noting before 
moving on that, if evidence from Nehemiah 9 is deemed admissible, we 
should perhaps be cautious about assuming that Ezra knew the flood nar-
rative as part of the Torah. Nehemiah’s Scroll of the Teaching seems to 
pass smoothly from an allusion to some sort of creation narrative—‘You 
alone are the lord. You made the heavens, the highest heavens, and all 
their host, the earth and everything upon it…’ (Neh. 9.6)—to the call of 
Abraham: ‘You are the lord God who chose Abram…’ (v. 7). Does this 
suggest that Noah was still a work in progress?
 To return now to Ezra, I hope to demonstrate that Ezra does not base his 
objections to foreign women on any quality or characteristic they possess 
other than their foreignness. In particular, they are not perceived as immoral 
or unethical.11 Provided they do not marry Israelite men, or tempt Israelite 
men to marry them, foreign women are of no interest to Ezra, and, crucially 
in view of the language of expulsion, their presence in the land is not in 
itself negative. This is a good moment to mention another component of 
this analysis that requires massive attention, and which I cannot address 
adequately here: purity versus impurity, and holiness versus that which is 
profane. As will become clear, I depart quite radically from recent discus-
sions in three main areas. First, though I find Klawans to be extremely 
helpful on this general topic, I think the concept of ‘moral’ sin and its 
potential to defile is misleading and unhelpful with regard to Ezra.12 (I 
make no claims about other biblical texts.) Second, I think that discussions 
of holiness in this context have paid insufficient attention to the importance 

 11. This point is emphasized by G.F. Davies, Ezra and Nehemiah (Berit Olam; Col-
legeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1998), p. 58: no blame is attached to the foreign wives 
and they are not perceived as sinful.
 12. J. Klawans, Sin and Impurity in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), pp. 43-46.
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of separation. The key is the keeping apart of categories that do not prop-
erly belong together, rather than the assignation of a particular status to 
either category. In this respect, both the dietary laws and the incest laws 
are of central importance, and it is regrettable that Klawans, for example, 
made the decision to set the dietary laws aside in this discussion. Third, I 
hope to show that in Ezra, as in most other biblical texts, holiness is under-
stood to have the power to transform what is profane, not vice versa.13 This 
third point of departure has, I think, major implications for understanding 
Ezra’s attitude towards foreign wives, and it will be my focus here. Need-
less to say, there is a vast scholarly literature on this subject. I propose to 
engage only with scholarship that helps me to develop my own argument. 
The alternative points of view will be familiar enough to most readers.

Were Ezra’s Foreign Wives Expelled?

I turn now to the subject of expulsion. When the subject of foreign women 
is first aired, Ezra speaks not of expulsion, but of separation: ‘So now, give 
a thank offering to the lord, God of your fathers, and do his will, and sepa-
rate, wldbhw, yourselves from the peoples of the land and from the foreign 
women’ (10.11). Although expulsion can legitimately be described as a form 
of separation, it is unlikely to be the form of separation intended here. The 
verb ‘to separate’ applies both to the peoples of the land and to the women, 
implying that both will share the same, or at least a comparable, fate. Partly 
for the sake of simplicity, partly because their perspectives differ from each 
other on this matter, and partly because the commentaries that provoked my 
reading here tend to focus on Ezra, I have chosen to set Nehemiah aside in 
the present discussion. It is worth noting in passing, however, that the same 
verb occurs in Neh. 13.3: ‘When they heard the Teaching, they separated all 
the alien admixture from Israel, l)r#ym br(-lk. In this case, no expul-
sion occurs, but rather a symbolic separation; Israelites are required to stop 
working on the sabbath (Neh. 13.15) and foreign traders are required to 
stay outside the city walls on the sabbath to keep it holy (Neh. 13.20-22). 
In view of this descriptive definition of separation in Nehemiah; since there 
is no discussion in Ezra, either aspirational or in hindsight, of expelling the 
peoples of the land; and since Ezra seems to link the fate of the peoples of 
the land and the foreign women, what explains the oft-repeated assertion 
that the foreign wives were expelled? The textual evidence for expulsion is 
based on the use of the verb )cy in 10.19: ‘They gave their word to expel 

 13. Almost all scholarly treatments have assumed the opposite. For an excellent 
study of this subject whose conclusions are opposite to mine, see C.E. Hayes, Gentile 
Impurity and Jewish Identities: Intermarriage and Conversion from the Bible to the 
Talmud (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 29.
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their wives and, acknowledging their guilt, offered a ram from the flock to 
expiate it’. Even assuming for the moment that )cy is appropriately ren-
dered ‘expel’ in this context, there is nevertheless a problem; the expulsion 
of the women is never reported. The absence of a dramatic denouement is 
especially odd in view of the spectacle that introduces this episode—‘While 
Ezra was praying and making confession, weeping and prostrating himself 
before the House of God, a very great crowd of Israelites gathered about 
him…’ (10.1). In view of Ezra’s histrionics in front of the Temple, is it 
really likely that the vague promise of action at some future date, combined 
with the immediate sacrifice of a ram, was seen as a satisfactory resolution 
to the intermarriage problem?
 As David Clines reads it, and I follow him here, there was never an 
instruction to expel, but rather a command to divorce.14 The plausibility of 
this reading depends, I think, in part on Ezra’s use of the verb )cy, which 
first occurs in connection with the women in Ezra 10.3:

Now then, let us make a covenant with our God to expel all these women 
and those who have been born to them, in accordance with the bidding of 
the lord and all who are concerned over the commandment of our God, 
and let the teaching [Torah] be obeyed’.

According to this verse, there had been a prior commandment to ‘expel’ 
the women, and their ‘expulsion’ would thus be according to the Torah. 
As is often noted, Ezra’s primary citations of biblical law on the subject 
of intermarriage are drawn from Deuteronomy.15 Indeed, the prohibition of 
intermarriage that immediately precedes the command to ‘expel’ echoes 
Deut. 7.3: ‘You shall not intermarry with them: do not give your daughters 
to their sons or take their daughters for your sons’. Yet in Deuteronomy, the 
peoples of the land are not expelled, but rather exterminated (notionally, at 
least): ‘you must doom them to destruction’ (7.2) . What, then, is the source 
of Ezra’s command to ‘expel’ the foreign women? Michael Fishbane points 
to Deut. 23.1-7:

No man shall marry his father’s former wife, so as to remove his father’s 
garment. No one whose testes are crushed or whose member is cut off shall 
be admitted to the congregation of the lord. No one misbegotten shall be 
admitted into the congregation of the lord; none of his descendants, even 
in the tenth generation, shall be admitted into the congregation of the lord. 
No Ammonite or Moabite shall be admitted into the congregation of the 
lord; none of their descendants, even in the tenth generation, shall ever 
be admitted into the congregation of the lord, because they did not meet 
you with food and water on your journey after you left Egypt, and because 

 14. Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther (New Century Bible; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1984), p. 124.
 15. Biblical Interpretation, p. 113.
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they hired Balaam son of Beor from Pethor of Aram-naharaim, to curse 
you.— But the lord your god refused to heed Balaam; instead, the lord 
your God turned the curse into a blessing for you, for the lord your God 
loves you.—You shall never concern yourself with their welfare or benefit 
as long as you live.

This makes sense in many respects, not least for the thematic and semantic 
echoes of this text in Ezra 9.1-4, 10-12. Yet Deut. 23.1-9 is not entirely satis-
factory, partly because Ezra’s intermarriage prohibition extends beyond the 
peoples mentioned in Deut. 23.1-9—the Ammonites, Moabites, Edomites 
and Egyptians, but primarily because this pericope deals with admission 
to the congregation, not expulsion from it. Fishbane has an answer to both 
these objections. Since the former objection is not germane to my argument 
here, I will not dwell on Fishbane’s solution to it, but I will, however, quote 
in full his response to the latter objection, which is central to the present 
discussion:

Accordingly, the mechanism for prohibiting intermarriage with the Ammo-
nites, Moabites, etc. was an exegetical extension of the law in Deut. 7.1-3 
effected by means of an adaptation and interpolation of features from Deut. 
23.4-9. Notably, the textual blend appears in both Ezra 9.1 and 9.11-12. 
By means of this new association, the contents of Deut. 23.4-9 were rein-
terpreted with respect to intermarriage, and the subsequent legal move—
expulsion—follows quite logically: people who were legally barred from 
admission to the ‘congregation of YHWH’, but had somehow gained 
access, were to be expelled.16

Fishbane’s reading is, of course, ingenious beyond measure, both as quoted 
here above and as he develops it, but some problems remain. Most obvi-
ously, (a) even if one accepts all the manoeuvres his reading requires, none 
of these particular Deuteronomic texts contains an explicit instruction to 
expel foreigners of any persuasion (unless one counts the instruction to kill 
them in Deut. 7.2, which, as far as I can tell, Ezra neither cites nor even cre-
atively transforms), and (b) no expulsion is reported in Ezra. As Fishbane 
himself observes, ‘the text breaks off , ominously (v. 44), for it is not at all 
clear that the foreign wives of those listed were actually evicted from the 
community—as the faithful had sworn to do (in 10.3-5)’.17

 Recourse to Deut. 24.1-4, an option not considered by Fishbane, as 
the legal source of Ezra’s ‘eviction’ order offers a solution to some of the 
problems unresolved by Fishbane’s analysis. On this reading, Ezra was not 
telling people who had married foreign women to expel them according to 

 16. Biblical Interpretation, p. 117.
 17. Biblical Interpretation, p. 124. See also Blenkinsopp, Ezra, p. 179, who envis-
ages that Ezra offended community leaders who had taken foreign wives, and thus 
called off his planned expulsion.
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instructions they had received elsewhere, but rather to divorce them accord-
ing to the terms and conditions set out elsewhere, namely in the Bible’s only 
divorce legislation, Deut. 24.1-4:

A man takes a wife and possesses her. She fails to please him because he 
finds something obnoxious about her, and he writes her a bill of divorce-
ment, hands it to her, and sends her away from his house; she leaves his 
household and becomes the wife of another man; then this latter man rejects 
her, writes her a bill of divorcement, hands it to her, and sends her away 
from his house; or the man who has married her last dies. Then the first 
husband who divorced her shall not take her to wife again, since she has 
been defiled— for that would be abhorrent to the lord. You must not bring 
sin upon the land that the lord your God is giving you as a heritage.

D-I-V-O-R-C-E

There are several reasons for taking seriously the notion that Ezra is allud-
ing to this text when he commands the returning exiles to ‘send forth’ their 
foreign wives, not least that, pace Fishbane, divorce is a more obvious 
response than expulsion to a marriage deemed inappropriate. Since Clines 
assumes that Ezra has in mind divorce but does not engage in detailed textual 
analysis on this issue, and since few other commentators have pursued it at 
all,18 I shall begin by outlining the textual justification for thinking that Ezra 
has in mind divorce on the Deuteronomic model, and then move to a con-
sideration of the implications of this intertextual reading. First, although the 
verb primarily associated with divorce is xl#, send, not )cy, go forth, Deu-
teronomy uses both verbs, pairing the husband’s act of sending away with 
his wife’s act of leaving: ‘he…sends her away from his house; she leaves 
his house’ (24.1-2). If Ezra had in mind Deuteronomy 24, his intended des-
tination for the foreign wives was not another country, but only another 
household. Second, the sending and leaving in Deuteronomy is preceded by 
the giving of a document, the bill of divorcement. Incorporating the idea of 
bill of divorce into Ezra would help explain a number of difficulties there, 
textual and otherwise. Ezra’s command to separate from foreign women 
(10.11) is followed by a jarring request from the people to be allowed time 
to deal with the matter.

‘We must surely do just as you say. However, so many people are involved, 
and it is the rainy season; it is not possible to remain out in the open, nor 
is this the work of a day or two, because we have transgressed extensively 
in this matter. Let our officers remain on behalf of the entire congrega-
tion, and all our townspeople who have brought home foreign women shall 

 18. For example, Ezra 9–10 is not considered by D. Instone-Brewer in his compre-
hensive treatment of this subject, Divorce and Remarriage in the Bible: The Social and 
Literary Context (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002).
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appear before them at scheduled times, together with the elders and judges 
of each town, in order to avert the burning anger of our God from us on this 
account’ (Ezra 10.12-14).

Reading Ezra in light of Deuteronomy 24, the need for time and officials 
to deal with the matter suggests a legal element, similar perhaps to a proce-
dural identification of the woman’s ‘fault’—foreignness in this case—and 
the writing of the bill of divorce (is this why the rain posed a problem—the 
ink would run?). This theory is supported by the subsequent report of the 
execution of the people’s proposal:

The returning exiles did so. Ezra the priest and the men who were the chiefs 
of the ancestral clans—all listed by name—sequestered themselves on the 
first day of the tenth month to study the matter. By the end of the first day 
of the first month they were done with all the men who had brought home 
foreign women… They gave their word to expel their wives… (10.16-19).

The Hebrew rbdh #wyrdl in v. 16, translated here ‘to study the matter’, but 
more accurately ‘to seek the matter’, may correspond to Deut. 24.1 ‘for he 
has found [the opposite of seek above] an obnoxious thing, rbd, in her’ or, 
more literally, ‘he has found the nakedness of the matter, rbd’. The phrase 
Mhy#n )ycwhl Mdy wntyw (Ezra 10.19) translated here ‘they gave their word’, 
but more literally, ‘and they gave their hand to expel their wives’, may cor-
respond to Deut. 24.1: ‘and he writes her a bill of divorcement, hands [it] 
to her [lit. gives into her hand], and sends her away from his house’. The 
fact that these words are repeated letter for letter in Deut. 24.2 with regard 
to the second husband suggests that they constitute a formula. Of particular 
interest is the absence in both Deut. 24.1 and 2 of the anticipated object 
pronoun ‘it’ in relation to the bill of divorce: ‘gave into her hand’ versus the 
expected ‘gave it into her hand’. This omission is especially surprising in a 
description of a legal or even quasi-legal procedure, where the handing over 
of the document was a key stage in effecting divorce, and where we might 
expect precision of language to be of paramount importance. The omission 
seems to be reflected in Ezra 10.19, which is usually read idiomatically to 
cope with a grammatical difficulty posed by the absence of the pronoun. 
The Hebrew reads as follows: Mhy#n )ycwhl Mdy wntyw. nJPs translates this 
‘and they pledged themselves [literally, “gave their hand”] to expel their 
wives’. According to nJPs, then, Ezra 10.19 reflects the men’s commitment 
to expel their wives at some future time, yet, as noted above, the time never 
comes. Read in light of Deut. 24.2, the giving of hands is not a commitment 
to expel, but an allusion to the divorce formula, specifically the handing 
over of the bill of separation. This addresses the difficulty noted above in 
relation to the NJPS translation: the men make a commitment, but when do 
they deliver? On my reading, the symbolic action of handing over the bill 
of divorce is not a prelude to or an announcement of a future event, but is 
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the event itself. Just as saying ‘I do’ constitutes a marriage, a speech-act 
as it were, so handing over the bill of separation is divorce, and no further 
discussion is required. The deed has been done; the men who had taken 
foreign wives were commanded to divorce them and Ezra 10.12-19 reports 
that they did just that. There is nothing else to report, and hence no ominous 
silence over the execution of Ezra’s orders.
 The final suggestion of a link with Deuteronomy 24 comes in Ezra 9.11, 
where Ezra addresses God about the sins the exiles have committed by 
taking foreign wives:

‘…we have forsaken Your commandments, which You gave us through 
Your servants the prophets when You said, “The land that you are about 
to possess is a land unclean, hdn, through the uncleanness, tdnb, of the 
peoples of the land, through their abhorrent practices, Mhytb(wtb, with 
which they, in their impurity, Mt)m+b, have filled it, hp-l) hpm, from 
one end to the other [lit. from mouth to mouth]. Now then do not give your 
daughters in marriage to their sons or let their daughters marry your sons” ’ 
(Ezra 9.10-12).

Read quickly and in isolation (and preferably in translation), Ezra 9.11 
may reasonably be understood to be claiming that the peoples of the land 
are inherently unclean and that they polluted the land as a consequence of 
their uncleanness. A closer look suggests that the people’s uncleanness is 
temporary, rather than permanent a state of being,19 and that it was caused 
by the ‘abhorrent practices, Mhytb(wtb, they carried out ‘in their impu-
rity’, Mt)m+b. This terminology is, to say the least, fluid, and what exactly 
constitutes an abomination differs from one biblical passage to another. 
In order to identify these particular abhorrent practices, and thus to gain 
a clearer sense of what Ezra has in mind, we should turn to Ezra’s most 
likely intertext. On the one hand, the concept of hdn (niddah) in relation to 
the land seems most likely to be derived from the Holiness Code. Yet since 
Ezra alludes to Deuteronomy in verse 12, where he cites the intermarriage 
prohibition in Deut. 7.3, and since I have identified other allusions to Deut. 
24.1-4, the Deuteronomic divorce law is arguably the text that Ezra has 
in mind when he uses the abomination terminology. The Deuteronomic 
divorce law concludes by explaining why a man cannot remarry a woman 
who married someone else after he had divorced her. Following a marriage 
to a second man, whether it ends in another divorce or in death, a woman is 
permanently unavailable to her first husband ‘…since she has been defiled, 
h)m+h—for that would be abhorrent, hb(wt, to the lord. You must not 
bring sin upon the land the lord God is giving you as a heritage (24.4)’. 
According to Deuteronomy, then, the woman is not inherently unclean, nor 

 19. hdn is associated primarily with menstrual impurity, a temporary uncleanness, 
and would not apply to an unclean animal, which is permanently off-limits.
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does this have any connection to whatever obnoxious thing, rbd twr(, 
made her husband divorce her in the first place. This is strictly legal and 
procedural—a woman’s second marriage has put her off-limits, or ‘dis-
qualified’ her, as nJPs puts it so well,20 for her first husband. What creates 
the abomination is not anything inherently negative in either of the two 
parties, both of whom could take other marriage partners if they wished, 
but their inappropriate union.
 If all this is correct, we are dealing with a ruling that, though harsh, is far 
removed from ethnic cleansing. Ezra does not recommend that women be 
removed from the land to prevent its defilement, but rather advocates the 
termination through a legal process of a union that is deemed inappropriate 
and thus defiling. This is not a racist slur; as we have seen, the land would 
be defiled in precisely the same way by the remarriage of an Israelite man to 
a woman he had divorced and who had remarried another man in the mean-
time (Deut. 24.1-3). Although, in Ezra’s case, it is the woman’s foreignness, 
br(, that would constitute the ‘nakedness of the matter’, rbd twr(, that 
is, the grounds for divorce in the first place, it is not her foreignness that 
defiles the land, but rather her inappropriate marriage to an Israelite man. If 
her marriage to an Israelite is ended by divorce, the foreign woman will no 
longer defile the land.
 Although Clines sees an allusion in Ezra to Deuteronomy’s divorce law, 
he does not take the view that this calls for a more generous assessment of 
Ezra. First, Clines suspects that the lengthy bureaucratic procedures may 
have been a kind of cover up, intended to give a façade of respectability 
to a brutal demand. I, on the other hand, see no reason to be sceptical and, 
on the contrary, I think Ezra’s procedures may correspond to elements of 
the Deuteronomic divorce law, suggesting that the divorces were legal, 
even if inhumane by modern standards. Second, Clines does not share my 
view that interpreting expulsion as divorce demands a reassessment of the 
status of the foreign women in Ezra. He sees in rbd twr( a reference to 
some sort of indecency or uncleanness, so that divorces would be granted 
to Jewish men on the basis of a ritual uncleanness in their foreign wives.21 
According to some rabbinic sources rbd twr( must be understood as adul-
tery. Yet it seems unlikely that Deuteronomy would offer a single, specific 
cause for divorce.22 More plausibly, the term is intentionally ambiguous, 
enabling a husband to divorce his wife for a variety of reasons, and avoid-
ing as far as possible the problem of couples chained hopelessly in failed 

 20. nJPs, footnote to Deut. 24.4.
 21. Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, p. 127. See also J.M. Myers, Ezra and Nehemiah 
(Anchor Bible; New York: Doubleday, 1965), p. 151.
 22. The likelihood of this was the subject of a rabbinic dispute. The majority opinion 
favoured the more flexible and permissive reading of divorce law.
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marriages. While rbd twr( refers unambiguously to a flaw of some kind 
in a woman rather than in a man, the flaws that, according to the Bible, a 
woman was most likely to have (refusal to have sex, for example) are not 
necessarily types of uncleanness, neither ritual nor moral. To be sure, the 
term rbd twr( occurs in Deut. 23.15 in relation to nocturnal emission or 
human excrement, or both, but the logic of Deut. 24.1-4 requires a differ-
ent interpretation. The Deuteronomic woman would become ‘unclean’, or 
better ‘disqualified’, only in the context of a prohibited marriage, and only 
in relation to a particular man—her first husband. Ezra’s allusion to Deuter-
onomy’s divorce, with its implication that it was the inappropriate liaison 
that defiled, is consistent with the notion that rbd twr( evokes one or more 
of the prohibited, ‘incestuous’ relationships listed in Leviticus 18. But it is 
crucial to acknowledge that if the liaison ended, so did the uncleanness. Had 
this not been the case, divorce would not have addressed Ezra’s problem. 
Expulsion from the land would have been required, not just as a recommen-
dation, but as an activity that at least some Jews, if not all, carried out. So 
while enforced mass divorce is hardly a humane activity by our standards, 
it is not based on an assumption that foreign women are unclean or inferior, 
or even that they might entice men to foreign worship (this aspect of Deu-
teronomy does not feature in Ezra). Foreign women are simply off-limits 
for Israelite men, as the twice-married Israelite woman is off-limits for her 
first husband. I emphasize this point because it is extraordinarily rare to find 
a commentator on Ezra who does not claim that its attitude to the foreign 
wives presupposes either ritual impurity or moral uncleanness caused by 
idolatry or sexual impropriety.

Mixed Marriages, Mixed Messages

Yet there is a respect in which this claim—that foreign women are not inher-
ently unclean or immoral, but are simply off-limits to Israelite men—begs 
a question. Why precisely are they off-limits? Deuteronomy has an obvious 
response to that question—they entice Israelite men to worship their gods 
(Deut. 7.4). Since Ezra does not appeal to this justification, we must return 
to the text in order to locate the source of his problem:

When this was over, the officers approached me, saying, ‘The people of 
Israel and the priests and Levites have not separated themselves from the 
peoples of the land whose abhorrent practices are like those of the Canaan-
ites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Jebusites, the Ammonites, the Moabites, 
the Egyptians, and the Amorites. They have taken their daughters as wives 
for themselves and for their sons, so that the holy seed has become inter-
mingled with the peoples of the land; and it is the officers and prefects who 
have taken the lead in this trespass (Ezra 9.1-2).
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As Fishbane points out, Ezra brings together two separate pericopes that 
are juxtaposed in Deuteronomy, the prohibition of intermarriage (7.3) 
and the assertion of Israel’s status as a holy people (7.6-8). According to 
Fishbane, and to Christine Hayes in her detailed treatment of the subject, 
the problem is pollution of some kind; Israel’s holy seed will be rendered 
profane (Hayes)23 or sullied (Fishbane)24 by being mixed with the seed 
of foreign women.25 For a number of reasons that I shall now explore, I 
think that the opposite is true. Israel’s seed will not be adversely affected 
by contact or mixing with the seed of the peoples, but rather the people’s 
seed will be made holy, or at least in some way strengthened, by contact 
or mixing with Israel’s seed. Some scholars have seen Ezra’s ethnocen-
trism as incompatible with what they interpret as priestly inclusivism in 
Lev. 16.29-30, for example, which mentions the resident alien in connection 
with Day of Atonement ritual.26 It is important to keep in mind, however, 
that Leviticus 16 deals with the purification of that which is made impure 
by sin. It is therefore concerned with temporary states (purity and impurity) 
that can be altered by time or process, and, not surprisingly, these are not a 
basis for ethnocentrism. Ezra’s objection to intermarriage is not based in the 
first instance on impurity; that could have been reversed, and could indeed 
have been prevented altogether by avoiding ‘abominations’ (Ezra 9.11). His 
objection is based rather on the mixing of holy and profane, the outcome of 
which is a new category, not immutable, but much less fluid than the states 
identified with purity and impurity. This category, as I shall try to show, is a 
basis for ethnocentrism.27

 23. Gentile Impurity, p. 129: ‘Through intermarriage the holy seed of Israel became 
intermingled with unconsecrated or profane seed. Thus intermarriage profanes (trans-
forms from sacred to common) that which God has consecrated to himself.’
 24. Biblical Interpretation, p. 120.
 25. Janzen, Witch Hunts, p. 11, makes this point in more value-laden terms: ‘Foreign 
peoples are impure, and mixture with them on the part of Israel is illegitimate—but the 
significance of that seems to have escaped scholarship’.
 26. M. Douglas, In the Wilderness: The Doctrine of Defilement in the Book of 
Numbers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), and Jacob’s Tears, pp. 63-87.
 27. I am in tension here with the views of M. Douglas, Jacob’s Tears, and, follow-
ing her, M.G. Brett, ‘Exile and Ethnic Conflict’, in Decolonizing God: The Bible in 
the Tides of Empire (The Bible in the Modern World, 16; Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix 
Press, 2008). If I understand them correctly, they envisage a priestly inclusivism 
based on the language of purity and impurity; foreigners do not defile by virtue of 
being foreigners, but, like Israelites, by sinning. They see Ezra’s position on inter-
marriage as polemicizing against this priestly openness, but they may not have taken 
account of the fact that Ezra’s objection is rooted not primarily in foreign impurity (the 
priestly concern, see, e.g., M. Douglas, In the Wilderness, p. 38, on purity and politi-
cal control), but in foreign profaneness—a completely different matter. My reading, 
if correct, explains why ‘conversion’ is not a straightforward option for Ezra. He is 
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 As observed above, Ezra does not appeal to Deuteronomy’s rationale 
for prohibiting intermarriage, namely, that Israelites will be led astray and 
enticed to worship other gods. In Ezra 9.1-2, this justification is replaced by 
the reference to holy seed, but Ezra 9.12 offers a different rationale:

Now then, do not give your daughters in marriage to their sons or let their 
daughters marry your sons; do nothing for their well-being or advantage, 
then you will be strong and enjoy the bounty of the land and bequeath it to 
your children forever.

This rationale, an echo of Deut. 23.7, is plausibly interpreted as an economic 
justification for the prohibition of intermarriage, as is suggested by the close 
parallel with the words of Hamor, father of Shechem, in Gen. 34.9:

Intermarry with us: give your daughters to us and take our daughters for 
yourselves: You will dwell among us, and the land will be open for you; 
settle, move about, and acquire holdings in it.

According to Hamor, intermarriage with the peoples of the land is the way to 
acquire land, while according to Ezra, avoiding intermarriage is the way to 
acquire land. Yet whereas the Dinah narrative dwells at length on the prac-
tical mechanisms by which means the land would be acquired, Ezra says 
only that provided the Israelites resist intermarriage, they will be strong, 
eat the bounty of the land, and bequeath it to their children forever (9.12). 
Although it does not necessary follow that strength conferred by resistance 
to intermarriage is the structural opposite of weakness derived from inter-
marriage, another intertext suggests that this may be what Ezra had in mind. 
In what follows I shall try to show that Ezra assumed that Israelite seed 
given to foreign women would strengthen the women and their offspring, 
with the consequence that Israel’s hold on the land would be weakened. 
In other words, the mixing of holy and profane seed does not weaken the 
holy seed, but strengthens the profane seed. I am grateful to my colleague 
Edward Adams for drawing my attention to a fascinating parallel with 1 
Cor. 7.12-14, where Paul seems to have the same basic understanding of the 
relationship between the holy and the profane in the context of a marriage:

already wrestling with a crux that has remained for Jews to this day: Who is a Jew? Is 
Jewishness a national, an ethnic, or a religious category? I think it is fair to say that the 
priestly authors cited by Douglas refrained from biting that bullet by focusing on the 
mutable categories of purity and impurity in connection with non-Israelites. But they 
were merely postponing a problem that, paradoxically, emerged from another aspect 
of their own worldview, namely that peoples are genealogical constructs, not, as Deu-
teronomic texts would have it, historical constructs. On the racial-biological implica-
tions of ‘holy seed’, and attempts to soften them with reference to religious purity, see 
Yonina Dor, ‘The Composition of the Episode of the Foreign Women in Ezra ix–x’, VT 
53 (2003), pp. 26-47 (31).
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To the rest I say this (I, not the Lord): If any brother has a wife who is not 
a believer and she is willing to live with him, he must not divorce her. And 
if a woman has a husband who is not a believer and he is willing to live 
with her, she must not divorce him. For the unbelieving husband has been 
sanctified through his wife, and the unbelieving wife has been sanctified 
through her believing husband. Otherwise your children would be unclean, 
but as it is, they are holy.

An obvious Hebrew Bible prooftext to test the proposition that holy seed 
is not made profane by contact with profane seed is Lev. 21.13-15, the law 
concerning suitable marriage partners for the High Priest:

He may marry only a woman who is a virgin. A widow, or a divorced 
woman, or one who is degraded by harlotry—such he may not marry. Only 
a virgin of his own kin, wym(, may he take to wife—that he may not profane 
his offspring among his kin, for I the lord have sanctified him.

At first glance, this text seems to argue in the opposite direction, suggesting 
that holy seed can indeed be made profane through contact or mixing with 
profane seed. On closer inspection, however, the pericope turns out to be 
making a very different point. First, the common denominator in the Leviti-
cus passage is that all the women in question will, in the normal course of 
things, have had sex with other men—the widow and the divorced woman 
with their former husbands, and the harlot with any number of partners. 
What would thus profane the priest’s offspring is the introduction into a 
hereditary system of ‘descendants’ who were in fact the sons of non-priests. 
In other words, it was not the status of their mothers as such that would 
profane the offspring of a marriage between a widow, say, and a priest, 
but the status of their fathers.28 This law is concerned with the possibil-
ity of ‘priests’ whose mothers had been impregnated by other men, whose 
fathers were thus not priests at all, and who were therefore invalid heirs 
to the priestly line. It is consistent with my reading that Ezekiel’s reitera-
tion of Leviticus 21 allows priests to marry the widows of other priests 
(Ezek. 44.22); the offspring of the union would be legitimate members of 
the priestly line regardless of which man was the actual father. Of course, 
Ezekiel’s modification does not take into account that the widow might 
have been impregnated by a man other than her recently dead husband. But, 
justifiably or otherwise, Ezekiel may have imagined a widow less likely 
than a divorcee to have sex outside marriage, and at any rate not signifi-
cantly more likely to have extra-marital sex than a woman married to a 

 28. This is contra B.A. Levine, Leviticus: JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: 
Jewish Publication Society, 1989), p. 141, who claims that the divorcee was prohibited 
because she must have behaved immorally. As Levine reads the divorce law in Deut. 
24.1, serious sexual misconduct was the only basis for divorce. As I have explained 
above, I disagree with this reading of Deut. 24.1.



 7.  The Furnace of Desire 229

living priest is to commit adultery. The second indication that Lev. 21.13-14 
is not primarily concerned about the status of the mother is that foreign 
women or women with any form of impurity are not excluded from its list 
of women prohibited to the High Priest. Third, although the final instruc-
tion to the High Priest specifies a virgin from his own kin or people, wym(, 
it seems most likely that wym( in this context refers to other members of the 
priestly class, not to Israelites in general.29 Fourth, the rules for priests in 
other contexts—death and mourning, for example—do not correspond to 
the rules for ordinary Israelites, and it is extremely difficult to know how 
best to extrapolate from them and, more importantly, how to evaluate inner-
biblical interpretation of these verses. The case immediately preceding this 
one, for example, which concerns contact with a dead body, suggests that 
the priest’s situation is emphatically different from, and even diametrically 
opposed to, that of ordinary Israelites; he is defiled by contact with a dead 
body, and they are not, just as he is prohibited from marrying divorced 
women and widows, but they are not. Fifth and last, aside from its reference 
to ‘holy’ and ‘seed’, and despite the explicit inclusion of priests and Levites 
at the beginning of the pericope, neither Ezra 9.1-4 nor any other Ezra text 
on this theme, resonates with the language of the levitical rules pertaining 
to the marriage of the High Priest. It is hard to believe either that Ezra had 
them in mind, or that these levitical rulings were in any way intended to 
address Ezra’s central issue—intermarriage. This is borne out by a glance at 
the parallel text in Deuteronomy 14.1-2, where the priestly mourning laws 
are reapplied to all Israel, in the context of a recapitulation of many other 
‘priestly’ laws,30 and yet the subject of intermarriage is not raised.

Mixed Marriages

A much more helpful intertext than either Leviticus 21 or Deuteronomy 14 
on the subject of intermarriage and its implications for holiness is the noto-
riously elusive Gen. 6.1-4:

When men began to increase on earth and daughters of men were born to 
them, the sons of gods saw how beautiful the daughters of men were and 
took wives from among those that pleased them. The lord said, ‘My breath 
shall not abide in man forever, since he too is flesh; let the days allowed 
him be one hundred and twenty years’. It was then, and later too, that the 
Nephilim appeared on the earth—when the sons of gods cohabited with the 
daughters of men, who bore them offspring. They were the heroes of old, 
the men of renown . (Gen. 6.1-4)31

 29. For this opinion, see Levine, Leviticus, p. 145. 
 30. See Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation, pp. 121-23.
 31. For parallels with the Gilgamesh Epic and other ancient Near Eastern back-
ground, see N.M. Sarna, Understanding Genesis: The Heritage of Biblical Israel (New 
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Although the terms ‘holy’ and ‘seed’ do not occur in this pericope, there 
are several reasons to connect it with Ezra. Significant, though incidental 
to my argument here, is that ‘this text [Gen. 6.1-4] evokes an impression 
of alluding to something well known to the readers, but not recorded in the 
text.’32 As this chapter progresses, I shall make a proposal about the text 
alluded to, but in the meantime my own starting point is that the Genesis 
sons of gods are conceptually equivalent to Ezra’s holy seed, while the 
daughters of men are equivalent to the foreign wives. Bearing this in mind, 
the outcome of the Genesis cohabitation is highly significant. First, it is 
reported that once these unions have occurred, God henceforth limits the 
human lifespan to one hundred and twenty years. With Gen. 5.4-32 as our 
guide, we must assume that prior to the mixed unions, human beings had 
lived for much longer than one hundred and twenty years, and perhaps 
these people are best understood as the progeny of mixed divine-human 
unions that were deemed acceptable before the flood. Mark Brett puts it 
well: ‘The implication [of Gen. 6.3] is that divine-human hybrids are unac-
ceptable: there has to be a clearer difference between the divine realm and 
the human realm. This text marks, then, the transition from the extraor-
dinarily long lives mentioned in the genealogy of Genesis 5 to the more 
realistic life-spans after the flood. The people who lived before the flood 
are, however, not explicitly spoken of as partly divine; 6.1-4 is the frag-
mentary exception.’33 Yet we cannot be sure that the sole interest of Gen. 
6.1-4 is length of life. Inferring from Gen. 3.22, the progeny of the mixed 
unions were in some sense god-like, and here in Gen. 6.3, as in 3.22, that 
is equated with immortality. Difficult as it is to parse, Gen. 6.3 seems to 
set in opposition eternal life, Ml(l, on the one hand, and one hundred and 
twenty years on the other. This is not only an explanation for how people 
stopped living so long, though it does serve that purpose, but it is also an 
account of how people acquired (through mixed unions) and lost (follow-
ing a divine decree) the god-like status that was expressed above all in 
terms of immortality.34

York: Schocken Books, 1966), pp. 37-62, and Genesis: JPS Torah Commentary, pp. 
44-51. I cannot see how the mythological background of these texts pertains to my 
analysis here, but further thought is required.
 32. H.S. Kvanvig, ‘The Watcher Story and Genesis: An Intertextual Reading’, SJOT 
18 (2004), pp. 163-83 (171). See also H.S. Kvanvig, ‘Gen 6,1-4 as an Antediluvian 
Event’, SJOT 16 (2002), pp. 79-112 (81-92).
 33. Genesis: Procreation and the Politics of Identity (London: Routledge, 2000), 
p. 41.
 34. This emphasis in Genesis on immortality in a text immediately preceding the 
flood makes sense in view of the Gilgamesh Epic, where immortality and deluge are 
likewise thematically intertwined. See Brett, Genesis, pp. 41-42 for a discussion of 
this, as well as Sarna, Genesis, pp. 47-50.
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 The offspring of the unions between the sons of gods and the daughters 
of men are reported in Gen. 6.4 to be Myrbg, mighty men or warriors. Since 
God has already dealt with the issue of immortality by limiting the human 
life-span to one hundred and twenty years, we must assume that it is the 
quality of the offspring implied by Myrbg, at least in the biblical narrative 
in its present form, that provokes God to bring on the flood. Exegetes have 
long noted that the positioning of Genesis 6.1-4 immediately before the 
flood means that it functions as an alternative or supplementary explanation 
for why God needed to flood the world. In addition to the problem of the 
violence that filled the earth (Gen. 6.11-12), the sons of gods have cohabited 
with daughters of men to produce a super-race of mighty men possessed 
of (until God addressed it) the attribute of immortality. By means of the 
flood, God removed both the violence (6.13) and all traces of these quasi-
immortal people (6.7) and started afresh. Here, then, is a biblical text where 
the offspring of a union involving males identified with divinity, the sons 
of gods, and females that are manifestly human, the daughters of men, pro-
duces offspring that, even if they are not divine, have the primary attribute 
of divinity, immortality. Further, the narrative in its present form suggests 
that the progeny of this union will seize or fill the land, hence the need for a 
flood to remove them from it.
 Based on this model, the structural equivalent of holy seed (the sons of 
gods) are not made profane by contact with profane seed (the daughters of 
men), but rather profane seed acquires holiness by contact with holy seed. 
But is it appropriate to use the mysterious story of the sons of gods and the 
daughters of men to illuminate a difficult text in the book of Ezra? In the 
analysis that follows I will try to show that what I have identified thus far as 
a conceptual parallel that might serve for present-day readers as an interpre-
tative tool was already present in the minds of the authors and/or redactors 
of both certain passages of Genesis 6-8, and Ezra 9–10.
 Genesis 6.3 has long challenged commentators: ‘The lord said, “my 
spirit will not abide in man forever, since he too is flesh, r#b )wh Mg#b; 
let the days allowed him be one hundred and twenty years. On this reading, 
# (she) is an abbreviated form of r#) (asher), ‘that’ or ‘which’, as is 
common in post-biblical Hebrew, but rare in the Bible, and Mg (gam) means 
‘also’. It seems better read as a shortened form of Mgg#b (bishgagam), 
their unintentional sin. Two reasons for this come to mind in Genesis 
itself. First, Genesis 3.22-24 presents the limiting of the human life-span 
as a response to a crime. Adam and Eve eat from the tree of knowledge of 
good and evil. God punishes them for this in various ways, and then takes 
the additional step of preventing them from acquiring immortality from 
the tree of life by driving them out of the garden. In Gen. 6.1-4, human 
beings almost achieve immortality accidentally (it is important to note that 
the men take the women, and not vice versa!) through another route—not 
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by eating from the tree of life, but by cohabiting with the sons of gods. 
God deals with this sin by limiting the lifespan of future human beings, 
and by wiping out the people who had already achieved immortality. The 
second reason for reading Mg#b as a reference to the unintentional crime 
of acquiring immortality by cohabiting with the sons of gods may be found 
in the flood narrative in Genesis 7–8.

Monsoon Weddings: Ezra’s Foreign Wives and Noah’s Flood

Many commentators have addressed the difficulty of dealing with the 
different textual strands of the Noah story, and I shall not rehearse the 
arguments here more than is required to make my point about Ezra. The 
narrative that follows immediately from the story of the union of divine 
and human beings clearly addresses the primary explanation for the 
flood—violence and lawlessness. Throughout chs. 6, the terms used to 
evoke the flood are lwbm, deluge, and Mym, water. The sources of the water 
are mentioned for the first time in Genesis 7: ry+mm (v. 4), the fountains 
of the deep, the floodgates of the sky (v. 11) and M#g, rain (v. 12). This 
latter term for rain intensifies the sense in which the flood is a response 
to the divine/human cohabitation in Gen. 6.1-4—M#g is a part-anagram of 
the difficult word Mg#b. The link between the flood and the mixed mar-
riages is reinforced by the striking use of the verb rbg, swelled, in relation 
to the waters (Gen. 7.18, 19, 20 and 24), corresponding to the description 
in Gen. 6.4 of the progeny of the mixed unions as Myrbg, mighty men. 
The waters of the flood do not merely blot out all existence (7.22-23), but 
target specifically the divine or semi-divine beings produced by the union 
of the sons of gods and daughters of men.
 Given the physical juxtaposition of Genesis 6.1-4 and the flood narrative 
and their thematic connection (crime and punishment), it is hardly surpris-
ing that they are linked verbally too. But how are they linked to Ezra 9–10? 
The basic structural parallel has already been noted—both textual units deal 
with a prohibited union involving holy males and non-holy females—but 
the verbal connections are as striking as they are unexpected. First, as men-
tioned in passing above, Ezra 9 reports a delaying tactic that is almost unique 
in the Bible: inclement weather. Ezra tells the people to gather to deal with 
the problem of the foreign wives, and they complain that the people are too 
numerous and there is too much rain: Mym#g t(hw br M(h lb). That the 
rain was exceptionally heavy was made clear in Ezra 10.9, where it is linked 
to a specific date:

All the men of Judah and Benjamin assembled in Jerusalem in three days; 
it was the ninth month, the twentieth of the month. All the people sat in the 
square of the House of God, trembling on account of the event and because 
of the rains.
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The rains link Ezra to Genesis 6.1, which begins with the announcement 
that humans had begun to increase, brl on the face of the earth and uses 
Mg#b with reference both to their punishment (limited life-span), and to 
the flood narrative, where the only term that appears for rain is M#g (7.12; 
8.2). A further possible link arises from an odd detail in Ezra 9.2, which 
reports that not only has the intermingling of seed taken place, but that ‘the 
officers and prefects’, Myngshw Myr#h have taken the lead in this trespass. 
Jeremiah 51.56-57 links officers and prefects to warriors, Myrbg: ‘For a 
ravager is coming on Babylon, her warriors, hyrwbg, shall be captured, their 
bows shall be snapped. For the lord is a God of requital, He deals retribu-
tion. I will make her officials, hyr#, and wise men drunk. Her governors 
and prefects, hyngsw, and warriors, hyrwbgw…’. If officers and prefects were 
closely associated with warriors, as Jeremiah suggests, it is possible that 
Ezra 9.2 mentions them precisely to evoke Gen. 6.4, where the offspring of 
the union between the sons of gods and daughters of men are described as 
Myrbg, mighty men.
 We seem to be dealing with a web of texts redacted in light of each other. 
The rain, M#g, in Ezra may be intended to evoke the Genesis flood, where 
perhaps the term M#g was added to highlight the intertextual connection. 
The plausibility of this latter suggestion is increased by the fact that M#g is 
arguably superfluous in Genesis. When the story commences, deluge and 
generic water are sufficient explanation for the need to build an ark, and an 
elaboration is already offered in the form of the fountains of the deep and 
the floodgates of heaven (7.11). Rain, M#g, is not required, and neither is it 
entirely compatible with the more generic deluge or the more poetic foun-
tains and floodgates mentioned in v. 11. An even more striking connection 
between the flood narrative and Ezra is created by the use of dates. Com-
mentators, from rabbinical to source critical, have wrestled with the com-
peting systems of chronology in the flood narrative. How can we reconcile 
the various competing mechanisms for dating the flood and measuring its 
length? I will not rehearse all the difficulties or the solutions that have been 
offered, but will focus instead on the five dates in Genesis 8 that appear to 
be within the same chronological system, that is, calculated by dates, not by 
numbers of days. Skinner sets them out as follows in his commentary:35

Commencement of the flood 600th year, 2nd1.  month, 17th day
Climax (resting of ark) 600th year, 7th month, 17th day2. 
Mountains tops visible 600th year, 10th month, 1st day3. 
Waters dried up 601st year, 1st month, 1st day4. 
Earth dry 601st year, 2nd month, 27th day5. 

For several reasons, Skinner’s numbers 3 and 4 are out of place. First, 1, 
2 and 5 form a complete unit on their own: the flood begins, it reaches a 

 35. Genesis (ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1910), pp. 167-68.



234 Longing for Egypt and Other Unexpected Biblical Tales 

climax, the flood ends. Second. 1, 2 and 5 all involve combinations of the 
numbers two, ten and seven (second month, ten plus seventh day; seventh 
month, ten plus seventh day; second month, two times ten plus seventh day). 
Third, 3 and 4 add nothing obvious to the narrative; on the contrary, they 
confuse matters. Fourth, 3 and 4 use units of ones and tens (tenth month, 
first day and first months, first day), not twos and sevens. An explanation 
for the presence of 3 and 4 may be found in Ezra 10.16, 17. The excuse 
about the rainy season having been offered in Ezra 10.13, the procedures for 
expulsion or, as I prefer it, divorce, commence:

Ezra the priest and the men who were the chiefs of the ancestral clans—all 
listed by name—sequestered themselves on the first day of the tenth month 
to study the matter. By the first day of the first month they were done with 
all the men who had brought home foreign women.

The dates are identical to those that we have found to be at best confusing 
and at worst superfluous in Genesis 8.36 Since their function is unclear in 
both texts, we can reasonably ask if they were added either to draw atten-
tion to textual parallels or, perhaps, to signal a conceptual link between the 
events they describe—the mass divorces and the flood.37

 A still more surprising link between Ezra and the flood narrative emerges 
from another feature of the Noah story that commentators have identified as 
confusing or redundant. As with the schema of dates given above, in which 
three was complete and sufficient, a narrative unit involving three expedi-
tions by a single bird would have been sufficient to explain how Noah knew 
that he could leave the ark. What then explains the confusing presence of 
the raven? A glance at Noah narrative in the light of Ezra 9–10 reveals a 
possible answer.

At the end of forty days, Noah opened the window of the ark that he had 
made and sent out the raven; it went to and fro until the waters had dried 
up from the earth. Then he sent out the dove to see whether the waters had 
decreased from the surface of the ground. But the dove could not find a 
resting place for its foot, and returned to him to the ark, for there was water 
all over the earth. So putting out his hand, he took it into the ark with him. 
He waited another seven days and again sent out the dove from the ark. The 
dove came back to him towards evening, and there in its bill was a plucked-
off olive leaf. Then Noah knew that the waters had decreased on the earth. 
He waited still another seven days and sent the dove forth; and it did not 
return to him any more (Gen. 8.6-12).

 36. The first day of the first month is also the date given for the erection of the Tab-
ernacle (Exod. 40.10) and the beginning of the journey to Babylon (Ezra 7.19). 
 37. H.G.M. Williamson, Ezra and Nehemiah (Old Testament Guides; Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1987), p. 23, comments that these and similar details ‘are 
clearly not based on the edict but…have no other apparent origin than historical 
memory’. I am proposing what I see as a more plausible alternative. 
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 The Hebrew br( (orev), raven, has the same root letters as the word 
br( (erev), mixed. The verbal form of this term is used in Ezra 9.2 to 
describe the mixing of holy seed with the peoples of the land:

They have taken their daughters as wives for themselves and for their sons, 
so that the holy seed became intermingled, wbr(thw (ve’hitarvu) with the 
peoples of the land.38

It seems possible, then, that a component of the flood narrative that described 
a man sending away a bird served as a peg on which to a redactor could hang 
an additional reference to Ezra’s concerns, the sending forth of the foreign 
women. This would explain why the raven is not merely sent, xl#yw, as is 
the dove, but goes to and fro, bw#w )wcy )cyw; these verbs echo those used 
in Ezra 9–10 in connection with the foreign wives.
 The combination of verbs used with reference to the raven is interest-
ing for another reason. I noted above in my analysis of the relationship 
between Ezra 9–11 and Deut. 24.1-4 that although Ezra does not use the 
verb most strongly associated with divorce, xl#, to send, he does use the 
word )cy, to send forth, which is the verb of female action that is paired 
in the Deuteronomic divorce law with the verb of male action: ‘And he 
sent her, hxl#w, from his house … and she went, h)cyw, from his house’ 
(24.1,2). The other significant verbs that appear in Deut. 24.1-4 are )cm, 
to find fault with (v. 1); Ntn, he gave into her hand (vv. 1, 3), xql, take a 
wife (vv. 1, 3, 4), and bw#, to take her back (v. 4). Noah’s actions with the 
raven, and the raven’s response, mirror precisely the actions of the male 
and female in Deut. 24.1-4, and with one exception, all the other signifi-
cant verbs occur during the course of the narrative unit: the raven goes to 
and fro, bw#w (v. 7) and the dove does not return (v. 12); the dove does 
not find, )cm, a resting place (v. 9); Noah puts forth his hand and takes 
her, hxqyw (9). The exception is Ntn, give, which occurs in Deut. 24.1 in 
relation to the handing over (hdyb Ntnw, lit. ‘and he gave in her hand’) of 
the divorce document. Perhaps it is not surprising that in Genesis 8, the 
verb that appears in relation to hand is xl#: ‘and he sent forth his hand 
and took her’ (v. 9); a bill of divorce is not easily accommodated in a story 
about a bird (though it is tempting to see a nod towards the bill of separa-
tion in the reference to the dove’s torn olive leaf!).
 I can see that these connections, especially the ones to divorce as described 
in Deuteronomy, will seem far-fetched to some readers. I see even more 
clearly that mentioning that some of them appear in only slightly altered 
guises in rabbinic commentaries on Noah will not help my case. Neverthe-
less, I cannot resist pointing out that the marital resonances I have identified 

 38. The term appears again in Neh. 13.3. ‘When they heard the Teaching, they sepa-
rated all the alien admixture (br() from Israel’.
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in Gen. 8.6-12 seem to have been obvious to the authors of b. Sanhedrin 
108b, who associate Noah’s raven with various sexual misdemeanours:

And he sent forth a raven. Resh Lakish said: The raven gave Noah a trium-
phant retort. It said to him, ‘Your master hates me and you hate me. Your 
Master hates me—[since He commanded] seven [pairs to be taken] of the 
clean [creatures], but only two of the unclean. You hate me since you leave 
the species of which there are seven, and send one of which there are only 
two. Should the angel of heat or of cold smite me, would not the world 
be short of one kind? Or perhaps you desire my mate? “You evil one!” 
he exclaimed; “even that which is [usually] permitted me has [now] been 
forbidden: how much more so that which is [always] forbidden me!” And 
whence do we know that they were forbidden? From the verse, “And you 
shall enter into the ark, you, and thy sons, and your wife, and the wives of 
your sons with you,” while whilst further on it is written, “Go forth from 
the ark, you, and your wife, and your sons and your son’s wives with you.” 
On this R. Johanan observed: “From this we deduce that cohabitation had 
been forbidden.” Our Rabbis taught: Three copulated in the ark, and they 
were all punished—the dog, the raven, and Ham. The dog was doomed 
to be tied, the raven spits [its seed into his mate’s mouth], and Ham was 
smitten in his skin.

Not only does the talmudic raven accuse Noah of wanting to mate with her, 
but she accuses him of wanting to mate with her on the ark where, accord-
ing to R. Johanan, copulation of all forms was prohibited. Finally, the raven 
is accused by the rabbis of copulating on the ark, presumably with her own 
mate, since her punishment is to spit seed into his mouth.39

 Several other suggestive verbal links between Genesis 6.1-4; 8 and Ezra 
9–10 are worth mentioning. Ezra 9.4 contains the unusual piece of informa-
tion that Ezra sat desolate until the evening offering, br(h txnml. Verse 5 
continues:

And at the time of the evening offering, br(h txnmbw, I ended my self-
affliction, still in my torn garment and robe, and got down on my knees and 
spread out my hands, ypk, to the lord my God and said…

As well as hinting at Noah’s name, br(h txnm may allude to Gen. 8.9, ‘But 
the dove could not find a resting place, xwnm, for its foot, especially since 

 39. I shall not elaborate here, but the reference in b. Sanhedrin 108b reflects another 
biblical intertextual web on the same theme. It mentions three who copulated on the 
ark: the dog, the raven and Ham. Ham was punished by skin-affliction, a reference to 
his Cushite lineage (dark skin). This recalls Miriam’s attack in Num. 12 on Moses’ 
Cushite (black) wife, Zipporah (fem. bird), whom Moses is mysteriously said to have 
sent away in Exod. 18.2. Coincidentally, I assume, the talmudic punishment for the 
raven, spitting (qr) corresponds to God’s difficult words to Moses about Miriam fol-
lowing her punishment for criticising the Cushite wife: ‘If her father spat (qry qry) in 
her face, would she not be shut out of the camp for seven days?’ (Num. 12.14).
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it is evening time, br( t(l, when the dove does eventually return with 
the torn olive leaf. The Hebrew for foot here is the slightly unusual hlgr-
Pkl, sole [palm] of her foot, which is perhaps alluded to in Ezra 9.5 above, 
when Ezra spreads out his palms, ypk, in intercession. More important than 
these, however, are wordplays involving the word l(m (ma’al), the term 
that describes the sin of intermarriage in Ezra 9.2, and a word that Ezra 
himself subjects to an instant wordplay in 9.3:40

They have taken their daughters as wives for themselves and for their 
sons, so that the holy seed has become intermingled with the peoples of 
the land; and it is the officers and prefects who have taken the lead in 
this trespass, hzh l(mb. When I heard this, I rent my garment and robe, 
yly(mw… (Ezra 9.2-3).

The fact that it would have been sufficient for Ezra to tear his garments, 
Mydgb, draws attention to the seemingly superfluous robe, ly(m, which is not 
superfluous at all; it represents Ezra’s measure for measure ritual response 
to the trespass. Since l(m is a key concept in Ezra, and since we have just 
seen Ezra playing with the word l(m, we should not be surprised to find 
similar wordplays in Genesis that allude to Ezra. Thus although the mixed 
union of sons of gods and daughters of men is not identified in Genesis as 
a l(m, the immediate punishment involves the word Ml(l, an anagram 
of l(m: ‘The lord said, my breath shall not abide in man forever, Ml(l’ 
(v. 3). A second l(m wordplay involves the term l(m, ‘from upon’, which 
occurs in Gen. 6.7 in relation to the second stage of the punishment: ‘The 
lord said, “I will blot out from upon, l(m, the face of the earth the men 
whom I created’. The blotting out God has in mind is achieved by means of 
the water that covers the earth, which is of course mentioned many times 
throughout this narrative unit, but only seven times in conjunction with the 
term l(m (Gen. 7.4, 17; 8.3, 7, 8, 11, 13).

Intertextual Implications

What, then, is the overarching significance of what appears to be a high 
density of intertextuality between Ezra 9–10, Deuteronomy 24 and Genesis 
6–8? Above all, it highlights the negativity of intermarriage since, if this 
analysis is correct, it is the cause of the flood, alongside violence and law-
lessness. Yet it points to a rationale for the prohibition against intermarriage 
that is quite different, and less negative, than is usually supposed. Rather 
than polluting or rendering impure the holy seed of Israel, as commentators 
usually suppose, the profane seed will be made holy by being mixed, and 

 40. I am grateful to Gershon Hepner for drawing my attention to the ma’al / le’olam 
wordplay.
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the progeny will be strengthened as a result. And what is the downside of 
this for Ezra? That Israel will lose its control over the land. This is why Ezra 
insists that resisting intermarriage will lead to perpetual security in the land, 
rather than to religious fidelity, as one might have expected based on the 
Deuteronomic prooftext (Deut. 7.3-4), which identifies intermarriage with 
the worship of other gods:

Now then, do not give your daughters in marriage to their sons or let their 
daughters marry your sons; do nothing for their well-being or advantage, 
then you will be strong and enjoy the bounty of the land and bequeath it to 
your children forever (Ezra 9.12).

The language of Ezra’s prohibition suggests that intermarriage will advan-
tage the peoples of the land, and implies that the benefit will take the form 
of a stronger claim on the land. This is consistent with my reading of Ezra 
9.2 in light of Genesis 6–9, with its implication that the progeny of mixed 
unions involving divine (‘holy’) males and human (‘non-holy’) women will 
be in some sense equivalent to the quasi-divine Myrbg, mighty men, who 
will fill the earth with lawlessness (which should perhaps be read as a way 
of saying that they would fill the land with their own law). It is also consis-
tent with a strand of the flood narrative that makes uncomfortable reading 
for those who wish to emphasize its universality:

God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to them, ‘Be fertile and increase, 
and fill the earth. The fear and the dread of you shall be upon all the beasts 
of the earth and upon all the birds of the sky—everything with which the 
earth is astir—and upon all the fish of the sea; they are given into your 
hand’ (Gen. 9.1-2).

As Brett has observed, the closing blessings given to Noah and his sons evoke 
images of Deuteronomic-like conquest (see especially Deut. 11.23-25), with 
promises of fruitfulness and filling the earth that were offered widely in Gen. 
1.22 now limited to Noah and his sons.41 I began by suggesting that Ezra did 
not deserve the charges of ethnic cleansing that have been levelled against 
him by some recent scholars, but ended by attributing to Ezra a position that, 
if not racist, is deeply nationalistic. I hope, however, to have shown that Ezra 
neither rejects foreign women as dangerous seductresses who will tempt Isra-
elite men to worship alien gods, nor calls for their expulsion, nor even implies 
that they will pollute or defile the holy seed of Israel. Ezra seems rather to fear 
that whatever advantages he imputes to Israel’s holy seed will be transmitted 
to non-Israelites via foreign wives, thus jeopardizing Israel’s holdings in the 
land and undermining Ezra’s long-term goals for the Judeans whose fragile 
identities have barely survived exile in Babylon.42

 41. Genesis, pp. 43-44. 
 42. Liisa H. Malkki, Purity and Exile. Violence, Memory, and National Cosmology 
among Hutu Refugees in Tanzania (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1995), p. 84, 
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Deuteronomic versus Priestly Views of Intermarriage

One more aspect of Ezra’s intermarriage prohibition requires consideration. 
As many commentators make clear, Ezra appeals both to ‘priestly’ texts, 
specifically the Holiness Code, and to Deuteronomistic texts, and it is worth 
attending now to the implications of this for Ezra’s intermarriage prohibi-
tion, and to what we might learn from Ezra about the perspectives on inter-
marriage of his source texts. To oversimplify for the sake of clarity, several 
important differences are evident between Deuteronomic and priestly views 
on this matter. First, the aspects of marriage emphasized in priestly texts 
pertain mainly to sexuality, fertility, and family purity. The legal and con-
tractual aspect of marriage, not of great interest to the priestly writer, are of 
central interest to the Deuteronomist, who in turn has little time for sexual-
ity, fertility and family purity. Second, priestly texts have no laws and pro-
hibitions relating to divorce. Instead, they have rituals that will, as my son, 
Jacob, put it so well when I asked for his help with this, either preserve the 
marriage or destroy it in the attempt. Deuteronomy, on the other hand, does 
have a divorce law, but it has no rituals comparable to h+ws (sotah), the law 
of the jealous husband (Num. 5), which is in fact far more likely to preserve 
a marriage than to destroy it. Third, and related to my second point, priestly 
authors view marriage as an eternal bond that cannot be broken. The Deu-
teronomic authors, on the other hand, see divorce as a ready option, at least 
for men, without stigma. Fourth, these differences reflect their authors’ radi-
cally different perspectives on the origins of marriage.
 The starting point for priestly writers is that eligible partners must be drawn 
from within a single kind or group. This is only what we should expect from 
the authors of Genesis 1, where species of animals were created to remain 
distinct. Even when they live alongside each other, sometimes in close prox-
imity, as in the laboratory conditions of the Ark, there is no suggestion that 
they interbreed. On the contrary, the sense in which animals might be inap-
propriately mixed is not through sex, but in a cooking pot or in the stomach 
of the person eating them. Likewise, people were created in national/ethnic 
groups, within which we might assume that they were intended to breed. Not 
all relationships within a given group are deemed acceptable, and the priestly 
authors pay great attention to the unacceptable subsets within the accept-
able whole. Yet the appropriateness or otherwise of relationships that extend 
beyond the boundaries of the group are not even considered—they are quite 

describes a similar anxiety, and its rhetorical response, in relation to the intermarriage 
of Hutu and Tutsi in Burundi: ‘Hutu men were tempted to marry Tutsi women for 
social advancement, but they were warned that intermarriage leads first to ‘servitude 
and entrapment into ever harder work’, and ultimately to death through the “adultera-
tion of categories” ’.
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literally beyond the pale. Crucially, if counter-intuitively, incest—that is, inap-
propriate relationships within a set—does not threaten a marriage, but merely 
defiles one of the partners and, at worst, produces a child whose father is not 
its mother’s husband (critical for priests, as we have seen, but presumably 
not for other Israelites). Intermarriage, on the other hand, involves sex with 
someone outside the defined borders of the set, and thus threatens not just 
the marriage, but the entire system. Whereas incest constitutes breaking the 
rules while continuing to play the game, intermarriage represents walking off 
the playing field and embarking on a completely different sport. The priestly 
authors regulate forms of mixing, such as food categories, that, though unde-
sirable, may be accommodated within the system, while ignoring completely 
those forms of mixing, such as inbreeding, that threaten to undermine the 
system altogether.
 This raises the question put to me by Mark Brett: Why does the Holiness 
Code not prohibit intermarriage? My underlying answer is that intermarriage 
was impossibly threatening to the priestly writers and they responded by 
ignoring it. If this sounds implausible, there are interesting modern parallels. 
The Orthodox rabbinate in Israel has, officially at least, been meticulous in 
dealing with matters of conversion and Jewish status, especially as they pertain 
to marriage and the right of return. Yet in the case of immigrants from the 
former Soviet Union, the rabbinate faced an intractable problem. The number 
of people involved was too great, their lineages too complex, their ‘documen-
tation’ too limited, and their co-operation too uncertain to make possible a 
systematic solution. In Israel today, Russian Jews, for many of whom Jewish 
status cannot be demonstrated, routinely marry halakhic-Jewish Israelis, and 
are buried in Jewish cemeteries, all under the auspices of an Orthodox rab-
binate that flexes its muscles instead over symbolic cases involving small 
numbers of people with an investment in their system and something to lose. 
In the priestly writings, these symbolic cases are represented by incest, a rela-
tively unthreatening problem in the big scheme of things, and one that, unlike 
intermarriage, could be ‘fixed’ within the system.
 Another issue on which Deuteronomy’s perspective is quite different 
from that of the priestly authors is the origins of the peoples or nations. For 
the Deuteronomic writers, nations are not part of the fabric of creation, but 
are artificial human constructs that come and go and, even when they stay, 
are fluid and open to transformation. Whereas priestly texts emphasize the 
inherent, ethnic aspect of nationality—Moab is an enemy because it was 
founded on an incestuous relationship—Deuteronomy emphasizes quali-
ties that are neither inevitable nor inbuilt, but based on the memory of an 
arbitrary event. Thus in Deuteronomic texts, Moab is an enemy because it 
once failed to behave well towards Israel in the wilderness, not because, as 
in priestly texts, it is the product of bad breeding. For this reason, perhaps, 
incest is not a cause for particular concern for Deuteronomic authors; it is 
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memory that transmits national identity, not inherited traits. Intermarriage, 
on the other hand, which could result in a new, or radically reconstructed 
nations or empires, looms large in Deuteronomic thought as a threat to Isra-
elite identity.
 These different perspectives on national identity are mirrored precisely 
in their authors’ attitudes towards the land. The priestly authors assume a 
permanent, unbreakable relationship between God and the land; temporary 
periods of exile aside, they assume that the people of Israel will always 
inhabit the land, and God will always govern it. The Deuteronomistic authors 
assume a highly conditional relationship between God, Israel and the land. 
Other nations occupied the land before Israel came there, and other nations 
may occupy it in future, and in the meantime Israel may transform itself 
beyond recognition and become ‘as if’ another nation. For Deuteronomy, 
as a man could divorce his wife, so God could cut himself off from Israel—
land and people. And as a woman could transform herself from eligible 
to ineligible by marrying another man, even if he subsequently divorced 
her or died, thus disqualifying herself for her first husband, so Israel could 
transform itself by worshipping other gods, with all that entails, thus dis-
qualifying itself for God. Defining God’s relationship with Israel as a Deu-
teronomic marriage admits the possibility of divorce, while intermarriage, 
conceptually similar to marriage to other gods, admits the possibility of 
disqualification from remarriage to God. Defining God’s relationship with 
Israel as a priestly marriage guarantees permanency, and means that marital 
breakdown of any kind, represented by inappropriate sexual relations, of 
which adultery is conceptually one, can be corrected by means of an appro-
priate ritual, or though a ritualized natural or political event such as famine 
or exile.43

 43. See again Malkki, Purity and Exile, p. 3. I was stunned by how closely her 
account of the differences between Hutus living in refugee camps in Burundi versus 
those who lived in towns corresponds to my understanding of the differences between 
biblical advocates of national versus non-national paradigms: The Hutus who lived 
in camps ‘were continually engaged in an impassioned reconstruction of their history 
as “a people”… The camp refugees saw themselves as a nation in exile, and defined 
exile, in turn, as a moral trajectory of trials and tribulations that would ultimately 
empower them to reclaim (or create anew) their “homeland” in Burundi. In contrast, 
the town refugees had not constructed such a categorically distinct, collective identity. 
Rather than defining themselves collectively as “the Hutu refugees” [or even just “the 
Hutu”], they tended to seek ways of assimilating and of inhabiting multiple, shifting 
identities—identities derived or “borrowed” from the social context of the township… 
The opposition between the historical-national thought of the camp refugees and the 
cosmopolitan ways of the town refugees made it possible to discern how the social, 
imaginative processes of constructing nationness and identity can come to be influ-
enced by the local, everyday circumstances of life in exile, and how the spatial, social 
isolation of refugees can figure in this process’.
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 The fundamental differences of outlook between Deuteronomic and 
priestly texts highlighted above may help to answer the perplexing question 
of why the priestly texts have no prohibition against intermarriage while 
Ezra, closer in some respects to a priestly ideology, does. Though they strive 
to exercise control over marital relationships in specific areas such as sexu-
ality and fertility, priestly authors do not legislate in any area that would 
end a marriage altogether. Thus adultery is not presented as a cause for 
divorce, but rather as an issue that must be ‘managed’ by a jealous husband; 
even if a married woman is found guilty of adultery—and this was unlikely 
to occur unless the bitter waters were on some occasions poisoned—then 
the outcome was physical, not legal. Numbers 5, for example, makes no 
mention of divorce, though it is clearly dealing with adultery. Related to this, 
priestly texts do not refer to a category of marriage such as intermarriage 
that would threaten an existing or potential marriage. As noted above, this 
reflects God’s relationship with the land and its inhabitants according to the 
priestly worldview. Exile functions in priestly texts as a ritual to deal with 
infidelity (suspected adultery), but since divorce is never mentioned, there 
is no threat of complete termination. In Deuteronomic texts, on the other 
hand, God could potentially divorce Israel and take a new wife, which is 
why Deutero-Isaiah specifies that God has not divorced Israel (Isa. 50.1).
 For Deuteronomic authors, then, both marriage and Israel’s relation-
ship with the land are highly conditional and can be ended at any time, by 
the male partner or by God. Remarriage is possible, provided the female 
partner does not take another spouse after the divorce (this does not include 
adultery within a marriage, had that already occurred). Divorce need not be 
the absolute end of the relationship, provided the female partner responds 
appropriately. The bottom line is that marriage is a legal institution that 
can be regulated and terminated through laws. For priestly authors, both 
marriage and God’s relationship with Israel and the land is unconditional. 
Hosea 3 is a good example of this general perspective. Although Hosea 
is not ‘priestly’ as such, its concerns in the first three chapters are pre-
cisely those of the priestly worldview—land, fertility, children, festivals. 
The suspension of marital activities in ch. 3 is a mechanism for repairing 
a marriage damaged by adultery, and the eternal marriage covenant in 
2.21 (‘And I will espouse you forever…’) is preceded in v. 20 by a par-
allel covenant with the land articulated in language with strong priestly 
overtones: ‘On that day, I will make a covenant for them with the beasts 
of the field, the birds of the air, and the creeping things of the ground; I 
will also banish bow, sword and war from the land. Thus I will let them 
lie down in safety’. Hosea’s eternal marriage/covenant is often read as a 
new development, the phoenix that arises from the ashes of the near-failed 
union between God, Israel and the land. Yet it may plausibly be read as a 
renewal of vows, the emphatic restatement of what was intended from the 
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outset—a permanent and everlasting union. In other words, for Hosea in 
its final form, marriage is far from conditional and possibly transient, and 
we are dealing in chapters two and three merely with the process by which 
the flaws are revealed and healed.
 How can all this be brought to bear upon Ezra? Despite his obvious 
priestly associations, Ezra’s model, both for marriage and for land, is rooted 
in the Deuteronomic worldview. This means that his solution to marital 
problems is not ritual, or a ritualized political or natural event, but legal—
mass divorce. And yet, having said that, Ezra does go a step towards rec-
onciling the two, and this occurs through the intertextual relationship he 
creates with the Genesis flood narrative. Divorce as Ezra construes it, is not 
simply a legal solution to the legal problem posed by an inappropriate mar-
riage, but restores order in a quasi-priestly way, much as the flood restored 
the intended order of creation. If this is so, far from being less hospitable 
to foreigners than the priestly texts, as Ezra is often accused of being, he 
uses the Deuteronomic divorce model to be more hospitable. Now there 
is no need for expulsion of foreigners from the land, or mass destruction; 
legal correction will suffice. Moreover, one might see it as a sign of Ezra’s 
underlying universalism and his commitment to facing up to some practical 
problems that Leviticus ducks that he strives to find a solution to the unex-
ploded time-bomb represented by intermarriage in other priestly texts.
 Finally on the subject of Ezra, and to return briefly to Ruth, with whom I 
began, it is possible to see Ezra more sympathetically if these two texts are 
read intertextually. It has long been fashionable to see the book of Ruth as a 
polemic against Ezra.44 Ruth tells the story of a woman of surpassing virtue 
who became the grandmother of Israel’s greatest king, and yet who would 
have been excluded on the basis of Ezra’s programme of enforced divorce. 
I read Ruth rather as a polemic supporting Ezra, making viable his hard-line 
attitude towards foreign women by offering guidelines for their safe inclu-
sion if certain conditions are met. Women who abandon their parents, their 
people, their gods and, ideally though not necessarily their land, and follow 
Israelite laws down to the last detail are deemed to be safe. In defence of 
my reading, I suggest that the relationship it assumes between law and nar-
rative is the norm in biblical literature. As I shall discuss in more detail just 
below, biblical laws are essentially clear-cut and aspirational, while the nar-
ratives are complex and address the messy reality. On this model, Ezra sets 
out his aspiration—that all Israelite men divorce their foreign wives. Ruth, 
without compromising Ezra’s hard-line position, demonstrates how certain 
women, in specific situations, can be safe. The second clause is the crucial 
one. Ruth, however virtuous, was far from ‘safe’ in Moab, as indicated by 
the fact that her first husband died there prematurely and without an heir.

 44. See, e.g., Myers, Ezra and Nehemiah, p. 84.
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 If Ruth is the paradigm of the safe wife, Delilah is the blueprint for a 
dangerous liaison. She is the girl who maintains her national and family 
links, and privileges her parents, people, gods and laws over Israel’s, espe-
cially at times of war. According to the history of interpretation, Delilah 
is the foreign femme fatale par excellence, who remains, along with her 
husband, among her own people, and thus jeopardizes her husband’s per-
sonal security. I cannot resist noting in passing that even Delilah is not 
all that later interpreters claim. She undertakes a vitally important mili-
tary operation on a strictly professional basis, hence the generous salary, 
follows instructions to the letter, achieves her goal by wifely nagging, 
failing even to remove her clothes as far as we know, and enlists an 
accomplice to do the final deed (had she developed maternal feelings for 
the infantile Samson?). The history of interpretation polarizes foreign 
women and Israelite men to produce cartoon-like cautionary tales of little 
interest in the real world. It reduces Ezra to a proto-fascist, cleansing the 
land of unclean women. The Bible itself, on the other hand, treats these 
relationships as complex microcosms through which such issues as iden-
tity, ethnicity, nationality, loyalty, and inheritance may be explored, and 
which offer no easy answers. And on that note, I turn to Genesis 39, the 
story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, the foreign seductress who is perhaps 
least easily brought in from the pale.

Longing in Egypt

That Joseph, along with Esther, is a model assimilator is highlighted by 
many commentators and interpreters, from the authors of Genesis Rabbah 
to Aaron Wildavsky in his important book on this subject,45 but few render 
the Egyptian Joseph as graphically as Thomas Mann in his epic novel 
Joseph and his Brothers:

We know that by the age of twenty-seven the Egyptian Joseph, removed to 
this land of death for ten years now, had become an inveterate Egyptian—in 
the civil if not spiritual sense—and for the last three of them had been clad 
in a very Egyptian bodily garment, so that Joseph was now protected and 
informed by Egyptian stuff; we also know that, although always keeping 
an inner distance, he had conformed and become Egypt’s child, sharing in 
Egypt’s year, celebrating its freakish customs and the feats of its idols in an 
amiable, worldly fashion and no little irony, confident that the man who had 
brought his calf to this field would close one eye.46

 45. Assimilation versus Separation: Joseph the Administrator and the Politics of 
Religion in Ancient Israel (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1993).
 46. T. Mann, Joseph and his Brothers (trans. J.E. Woods; London: Everyman, 2005), 
pp. 1016-1017.
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Until this point in the novel, Joseph has retained his inner-Israelite core, 
as Mann is at pains to emphasize, but on New Year’s Day, in the house of 
his master Potiphar, Joseph enters Egypt in spirit if not in deed, and allows 
Egypt to enter him:

‘And me?’ the voice called out from its twilit chamber. ‘Since you are 
looking after everything else in the house, do you not want to look after me, 
Osarsiph, and have you not heard that I remained alone behind, alone and 
suffering? Cross the threshold, come to me.’ ‘I would gladly do so,’ said 
Joseph, ‘would gladly cross the threshold to visit you mistress, if several 
details in the reception room were not in total disarray and did not demand 
my immediate attention.’ But the voice rang out: ‘Step in here to me. Your 
mistress commands it.’ And Joseph crossed the threshold into her room.47

Genesis 39 is generally read as a simple moral parable: the foreign seduc-
tress tempts the righteous Israelite, but righteousness prevails. Readers of 
my preceding chapter, not to mention anyone who has registered the title of 
this book, will not be surprised to hear that I see a more complex narrative. 
Far from being a straightforward opposition of good versus evil manifested 
in the triumph over adultery, Genesis 39 raises complex questions about 
society and identity. How far can Joseph assimilate into Egypt without 
ceasing to become an Israelite? How high can Joseph climb in Egypt 
without compromising his Israelite values? Can an Israelite (Hebrew) be 
at the same time an Egyptian? Is Diaspora living viable in the long-term? 
These questions are crucial components of the drama, a drama that comes to 
a head in Genesis 39. Along with Dinah and Shechem, Samson and Delilah, 
David and Bathsheba, and Ruth and Boaz, to name but a few, it falls under 
an umbrella we might term ‘international relations in biblical bedrooms’.

The Downside of Reading for Role Models

Before proceeding to the biblical text, I want to make some preliminary 
comments about why commentators have for so long oversimplified the 
message of Genesis 39 and other narratives of the same genre, and why I 
find these simple readings unhelpful and indefensible. The first part of this 
equation concerns the Bible’s use by faith communities. The story of Joseph 
and Potiphar, as traditionally read, sends a simple moral message with 
which few would argue: Avoid adultery, young man, especially with foreign 
women. This advice is both plausible in its own terms, and compatible with 
prohibitions and warnings in the Ten Commandments (Exod. 20.1-14) and 
Prov. 6.32-35: ‘He who commits adultery is devoid of sense; only one who 
would destroy himself does such a thing’. In short, there seems to be no 
good reason to question it, and even exegetes working beyond the borders 

 47. Mann, Joseph and his Brothers, p. 1023.
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of faith communities have rarely done so. Against this conclusion, though, 
stand several other considerations that must be taken into account, starting 
with the suitability of biblical narrative as a vehicle for simple moral teach-
ings such as this one.
 Biblical narrative, by virtue of its characteristic styles and techniques, 
is unlikely to produce characters or situations that serve as simple role 
models, or even to produce exemplary or counter-exemplary texts.48 This 
conclusion is at the very least implicit in the countless literary-aesthetic 
analyses of biblical narrative that have appeared in recent years,49 but for 
its most succinct, and arguably most powerful, explication, we must go 
back to the mid-Twentieth Century, to Erich Auerbach’s magisterial treat-
ment of reality in Homer and the Hebrew Bible.50 Two crucial contrasts 
emerge in ‘Odysseus’ Scar’, the first chapter of Auerbach’s Mimesis. 
First, Homer reveals where the Bible conceals. In Homer, ‘…nothing 
must remain hidden or unexpressed. With the utmost fullness, with an 
orderliness that even passion does not disturb, Homer’s personages vent 
their inmost hearts in speech; what they do not say to others, they speak 
in their own minds, so that the reader is informed of it’.51 In the Hebrew 
Bible, on the other hand, speech does not serve ‘to manifest, to external-
ize thoughts—on the contrary it serves to indicate thoughts that remain 
unexpressed’.52 The Hebrew Bible simply withholds the evidence—mem-
ories, desires, associations, motivations—required to sum up its charac-
ters. Second, Homeric characters, fixed from birth, contrast sharply with 
Hebrew Bible characters who develop:

Herein lies the reason why the great figures of the Old Testament are so 
much more fully developed, so much more fraught with their biographical 
past, so much more distinct as individuals than the Homeric heroes. Achil-
les and Odysseus are splendidly described in many well-ordered words, 
epithets cling to them, their emotions are constantly displayed in their 
words and deeds—but they have no development and their life-histories are 
clearly set forth once and for all… But what a road, what a fate, lie between 
the Jacob who cheated his father and the old man whose favorite son has 
been torn to pieces by a wild beast!53

 48. R.G. Bowman, in W.P. Brown (ed.), Character and Scripture: Moral Forma-
tion, Community and Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), pp. 
73-97.
 49. See especially R. Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 
1981).
 50. Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (trans. W. Trask; 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1953).
 51. Auerbach, Mimesis, p. 6.
 52. Auerbach, Mimesis, p. 11.
 53. Auerbach, Mimesis, p. 17.
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The narrator’s determination to withhold from readers all but a tantalizing 
glimpse of the internal lives of his characters, whilst at the same time urging 
them to accompany his characters on each step of their tortuous life jour-
neys, discourages objective assessment. We do not know enough to ‘sum 
up’ a character—any more than we ever know enough about flesh and blood 
humans to sum them up—nor do we feel sufficiently detached to do so.
 While Hebrew Bible narratives are rarely, if ever, exemplary, they are 
often heavily typological. Here I have in mind Michael Fishbane’s defini-
tion of typology as the identification of certain ‘persons, events or places 
as the prototype, pattern or figure of historical persons, events or places 
that follow it in time’.54 While acknowledging that typology is associated 
primarily with post-biblical exegesis, Jewish and Christian, Fishbane makes 
a strong case for inner-biblical typology. Especially pertinent is his discus-
sion of the use in some prophetic texts of the figure of Jacob. Thus in Hosea 
12 ‘the sibling rivalry between Jacob and Esau, as well as other instances of 
Jacob’s deceptions and deeds, form the basis of a trenchant diatribe against 
latter-day Israel’.55 Similarly, Jeremiah 9.3-5 adapts key terms from the 
Jacob Cycle, Gen. 25.11–34.22, to ‘stress that the new Israel is like the 
old—filled with mendacity and duplicity in interpersonal relationships… 
For him [Jeremiah], the misdeeds and deceptions of the past are renewed 
in the misdeeds of Jacob’s descendants.56 As Fishbane makes clear, we are 
dealing not merely with a rhetorical trope, but with an attempt to under-
stand the very nature of Israel.57 ‘The nation is not just like its ancestor, 
says Hosea, but is its ancestor in fact—in name and in deed’.58 This being 
the case, it is easy to see why the figures from which typologies are drawn 
cannot be simple ‘types’. To be sure, the examples cited here use Jacob to 
explain Israel’s faults, but a convincing typological identification of Israel 
the nation with Jacob/Israel the patriarch would require the inclusion of 
positive as well as negative elements. This is, indeed, what we find. In an 
example that, for our purposes, speaks for itself, Malachi explains how 
God manifests his love for postexilic Israel: ‘ “Is not Esau Jacob’s brother?” 
declares the lord. “Yet I have loved Jacob and hated Esau” (1.2)’. Though 
less explicit than Malachi, Deutero-Isaiah likewise uses the figure of Jacob 
positively in his prophecies to the Babylonian exiles. Meira Polliack offers 
a detailed analysis of this theme in her article ‘Deutero-Isaiah’s Typological 

 54. Biblical Interpretation, p. 350.
 55. Biblical Interpretation, p. 376.
 56. Biblical Interpretation, pp. 378-79.
 57. Post-biblical Judaism’s commitment to typology may be connected with its 
lack of interest in recording history. See Y.H. Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and 
Jewish Memory (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1982).
 58. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation, p. 378.



248 Longing for Egypt and Other Unexpected Biblical Tales 

Use of Jacob in the Portrayal of Israel’s National Renewal’.59 Working from 
the other end, I have explored in my own work the extent to which Jacob’s 
dreams in Genesis may have functioned to enrich the Jacob typology, offer-
ing a model of hope and validation for the exiles in Babylon.60 Thus the 
patriarch banished from home (with cause!) and condemned to servitude 
under a non-Israelite nevertheless returns to supplant the innocent but not 
straightforwardly deserving brother who stayed at home. Likewise the 
Babylonian exiles, whose theological understanding of the exile required 
a measure of self-blame, were banished and condemned to servitude, but 
would nonetheless return to reclaim their rightful superiority over their 
Jewish siblings—about 90% of the pre-exilic population, hence the need 
for validation—who had remained in Judah. For this inner-biblical typol-
ogy, not to mention post-biblical Jewish typology, to function effectively, 
Jacob cannot be reduced to a two-dimensional ‘type’. Rather, his character 
must be sufficiently complex to reflect the self-image of Jews, whether in 
Babylon or in Roman Palestine, who look to Jacob both for an explanation 
for what went wrong in the past and for an indication that the future will 
be better.61 Judaism’s commitment to Jacob’s significance beyond himself 
precludes a narrow character assessment, let alone a final judgement. And 
although I have focussed here on the character of Jacob, I believe my com-
ments apply more generally.

Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife: A Case Study

In a paper on feminist biblical exegesis delivered at a meeting of the Inter-
national Society for Biblical Literature (ISBL), Cambridge, July 2003, Yael 
Shemesh of Bar Ilan University made the important and worthwhile obser-
vation that being a card-carrying feminist should not entail condoning the 
behavior of all women, no matter how egregious. Potiphar’s wife, she said, 
was a woman whose immoral behavior could not be excused. This was 
my cue to come to Mrs Potiphar’s defense with the reading I shall now 

 59. M. Polliack, in H.G. Reventlow and Y. Hoffman (eds.), Creation in Jewish and 
Christian Tradition (JSOTSup, 319; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), pp. 
72-110.
 60. Revisions of the Night, pp. 104-14.
 61. See, e.g., Genesis Rabbah 22.8 on Jacob’s removal of the stone from the well 
in order to water Rachel’s sheep. On one interpretation, the well is the Sanhedrin, the 
three flocks the three rows of scholars who sat before the court, the water the Halakhah 
(Jewish law) that poured forth from it, and the stone the great convener who assisted 
in court deliberations. On another interpretation, the well is the synagogue, the three 
flocks the men called to chant from the sacred scroll, the water words of Torah dissemi-
nated to the congregation, and the stone distraction, the ever-present enemy of study 
and prayer.



 7.  The Furnace of Desire 249

expound. Soon after completing the first draft of this chapter, I learned that 
I was not alone in wanting to defend Mrs Potiphar; a few weeks later, Ron 
Pirson of Tilburg University published a more or less identical interpre-
tation of Potiphar’s physical condition and Mrs Potiphar’s relationship to 
Joseph in the Scandinavian Journal of the Old Testament.62 Our interaction 
over that coincidence led Ron to invite me to participate in a three-year 
session on Genesis 18–19 he was about to propose to the ISBL. On the day 
the proposal was accepted, Ron was diagnosed with inoperable lung cancer 
and he died a few months later. The ISBL session went ahead in Ron’s 
memory, and this chapter too is dedicated to a fine and inventive scholar 
who was only just beginning to make his mark on the field.
 In biblical terms, three possible crimes could have put Mrs Potiphar 
beyond redemption. First, she tempted Joseph to commit adultery (Gen. 
39.7, 10, 12, cf. Exod. 20.13); second, had she successfully seduced Joseph, 
she herself would have been an adulteress, not because the man she sleeps 
with is married to someone else, but by virtue of sleeping with a man who is 
an adulterer by virtue of sleeping with her (Lev. 20.10);63 and third, had she 
successfully tempted Joseph, she would have provoked her husband’s jeal-
ousy, thus meriting the shame-inducing ordeal of the bitter waters (Num. 
5.11-31).64 On the standard reading of the chapter, Potiphar’s wife is guilty 
on all three counts, but I shall try to show that only the first of these three 
accusations can plausibly be brought to bear, and that even this may be 
unreasonable in the circumstances. I hope to demonstrate that Potiphar’s 
wife was acting according to narrative and cultural expectations, as per-
ceived by the narrator, when she asked Joseph to sleep with her. Indeed, far 
from making her husband jealous, she may have been following his unre-
ported instructions in an attempt to secure the continuity of his line.65

 62. ‘The Twofold Message of Potiphar’s Wife’, SJOT 18 (2004), pp. 248-59. I am 
grateful to Gershon Hepner for commenting on that first draft, for drawing my atten-
tion a few weeks later to Ron Pirson’s article, and for writing to tell Ron about my 
parallel interests and thus initiating a fruitful and significant exchange between myself 
and Ron.
 63. According to BDB, citing Lev. 20.10 and Ezek. 16.38, 23.45, only priestly texts 
classify women as adulterers (p. 610).
 64. It is common to identify the crime of the h+ws as adultery or sexual infidelity 
but, as the text makes clear, male jealousy is the real issue: ‘This is the law of jeal-
ousy…’ (Num. 5.29).
 65. When the long-suffering wife of the Emperor of Japan finally gave birth to a 
baby boy, the BBC commented that the Japanese throne has been less secure in recent 
years—Emperors can no longer take concubines. One might add that, at the same 
time, media attention, our demand for personal information about public figures, and 
advanced medical testing have made it impossible for the Emperor, and others in his 
position, to commission another man to impregnate a wife or concubine on his behalf. 
But who comments on this?
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 Several factors justify the suggestion that Genesis 39 is concerned with the 
continuity of Potiphar’s line. The continuity of a man’s line, and his wife’s 
determined efforts to secure it, are explicit themes of Genesis 38. Many theo-
ries have been generated to explain the inclusion of the story of Judah and 
Tamar in what is otherwise an unusually holistic piece of biblical narrative 
that is not unreasonably labelled a ‘novella’, and to those we can add the 
possibility that a redactor had in mind an explicit parallel between Potiphar 
and Er and Potiphar’s wife and Tamar when he interjected this story between 
the introduction of Potiphar in Gen. 37.36, ‘The Midianites, meanwhile, sold 
him in Egypt to Potiphar, a courtier of Pharaoh and his chief steward’, and the 
story’s continuation in 39.1, ‘When Joseph was taken down to Egypt; a certain 
Egyptian, Potiphar, a courtier of Pharaoh and his chief steward, bought him 
from the Ishmaelites who had brought him there’. Had the redactor perceived 
no link between Er and Potiphar, an interjection between 37.35, ‘…and his 
(Joseph’s) father wept for him’, and 37.36, ‘The Midianites, meanwhile…’, 
would have been smoother. This connection does not exclude other explana-
tions for the inclusion of the story of Judah and Tamar in the Joseph narra-
tive. It merely offers a justification for the exact placement of the contents 
of Genesis 38, namely that the thematic and structural parallels created the 
peg upon which the redactor could hang Judah and Tamar, and suggests that, 
given this placement, it is appropriate to read ch. 39 through the lens of the 
chapter that precedes it. It is worth noting that both chapters open with a verse 
recording that the main male protagonists, Judah and Joseph, respectively, 
‘went down’. Numerous similarities and differences have been sketched 
between these two figures on the basis of this structural parallel. To these I 
add that both men are seduced, successfully in Judah’s case and unsuccess-
fully in Joseph’s, by a woman for the purpose of continuing her husband’s line 
or, to put it another way, in order to have a child. Moreover, in both cases, the 
woman appears at first glance to be acting in a sexually inappropriate way—
Tamar by disguising herself as a prostitute and Potiphar’s wife by giving the 
appearance of being driven solely by lust. In Tamar’s case, that impression is 
false—she is not acting inappropriately, but getting her due and guaranteeing 
her husband’s line. It does not follow that the same will be true of Potiphar’s 
wife, but we should not rule it out.66 Ron Pirson identifies one more parallel: 
both narratives feature coitus interruptus—compare Onan in Gen. 38.9 with 
Joseph in Gen. 39.17.67

 66. Genesis Rabbah condones Potiphar’s wife for quite a different reason: 
R. Samuel ben Nahman said: In order to bring the stories of Tamar and Potiphar’s 
wife into proximity, thus teaching that as the former was actuated by a pure motive, 
so was the latter. For R. Joshua ben Levi said: She [Potiphar’s wife] saw by her astro-
logical arts that she was to produce a child by him [Joseph], but she did not know 
whether it was to be from her or her daughter (Gen. R. 85.2).
 67. ‘The Twofold Message of Potiphar’s Wife’, p. 257. 
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 The second factor that indicates that Genesis 39 deals with continuity of 
line is semantic. In the above translation, I followed convention in rendering 
h(rp syrs as ‘Pharaoh’s courtier’, but ‘eunuch’ is the primary definition. 
While acknowledging reasons many translators must have for preferring 
courtier, it seems reasonable to suggest that, at the very least, ‘eunuch’ can 
be read at a secondary level in this text, that is, readers were expected to 
take the hint, even if ‘courtier’ was intended as the plain sense meaning.68 
The unusual number of designations attached to Potiphar—his name, of 
course, together with h(rp syrs, courtier and/or eunuch, Myxb+h r#, 
‘chief steward’, and yrcm #y), Egyptian man—may also argue for a more 
loaded reading of h(rp syrs, Pharaoh’s eunuch, than would have been 
justified had this been his only label. Context might also be offered as a 
rationale for selecting between ‘courtier’ and ‘eunuch’ or ‘courtier’ and 
‘courtier/eunuch’, and I shall try to show that, in this case, context does 
justify the more complex meaning.69 Finally, although it by no means settles 
the matter, the Septuagint’s choice of a term that unambiguously signifies 
‘eunuch’ may be brought to bear as, at the very least, an early interpretation 
of the Hebrew Bible Genesis 39.
 Third, Genesis 37 contains a convoluted account of the selling of Joseph 
into servitude in Egypt. His brothers intend to sell him to the Ishmaelites 
(v. 27) .70 In the event, the Midianites sell him to the Ishmaelites (v. 28) and 
yet nevertheless manage to retain ownership and sell him a second time to 
Potiphar in Egypt (v. 36).71 Significantly, for our purposes, Joseph is much 
sold, rkm, in ch. 37 (vv. 27, 28, 36), but not once bought. The first reference 
to a purchase comes in 39.1:

yrcm #y) Myxb+h r# h(rp syrs rpy+wp whnqyw hmyrcm drwh Pswyw
.hm# whdrwh r#) Myl)(m#yh dym

‘When Joseph was taken down to Egypt, a certain Egyptian, Potiphar, a 
courtier of Pharaoh and his chief steward, bought him from the Ishmaelites 
who had brought him there’. The shift from sale to purchase may reflect the 
narrator’s shifting attention; for the time being, at least, Potiphar is the end 

 68. H. Tadmor, ‘Was the Biblical “sarîs” a Eunuch?’, in Z. Zevit et al. (eds.), Solving 
Riddles and Untying Knots: Biblical, Epigraphic, and Semitic Studies in Honour of 
Jonas C. Greenfield (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1995), pp. 317-25.
 69. I am conscious of a certain circularity here. I am using the narrative context to 
help define the meaning of syrs (courtier/eunuch?) and the meaning of syrs to help 
interpret the narrative in which it occurs. It will be for the reader to decide whether or 
not this is justified.
 70. See E.L. Greenstein, ‘An Equivocal Reading of the Sale of Joseph’, in Liter-
ary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives, II (ed. K. Gros Louis; Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1982), pp. 114-25. for the best account I know of this confusion.
 71. I am grateful to Ron Pirson for correcting my mistaken assumption that Joseph’s 
brothers also sold him. See Pirson, The Lord of the Dreams, pp. 73-79.
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of the chain. But the new verb also provides an opportunity to introduce a 
central theme of this text.

The word hnq, purchase, resonates both with hnq, to create or procreate, 
as in Eve’s creation of a male child with God’s help, Gen. 4.1, and )nq, 
jealousy, associated both with suspected marital infidelity, Num. 5.11-31, 
and with Joseph and his brothers (Gen. 37.11). Through this triple word-
play, the narrator offers a précis of the plot: Potiphar buys (hnq) Joseph, 
already an object of jealousy ()nq) who will procreate (hnq) with his wife, 
thus arousing his jealousy ()nq). That Potiphar engineered this himself is 
no protection against jealousy, as we see from the comparable experience of 
Sarah and Hagar (Gen. 16.1-6).
 One of the three labels attached to Potiphar in addition to his name is 
‘Egyptian man’, yrcm #y). In v. 2, Joseph is described as ‘a successful’ 
man, xylcm #y), in the house of his master ‘the Egyptian’, yrcmh, not 
‘the Egyptian man’, yrcm #y), this time. It is worth noting that Joseph is 
similarly described as successful in prison, but there in 39.23 xylcm, suc-
cessful, is used without the #y), man, that accompanies it here in v. 2. In 
other words, once Potiphar has purchased Joseph, he ceases to be the man of 
the house, and Joseph takes on that role. While yrcm #y) may be rendered 
‘a certain Egyptian’, as nJPs does here, the two-fold use of ‘man’, once in 
relation to someone called a ‘eunuch’, even if he is not actually castrated, 
and once in relation to a beautiful boy with whom the eunuch’s wife wants 
to have sex, must surely be read as a double entendre. This reading is rein-
forced by one of several differences between the report of her encounter 
with Joseph that Mrs Potiphar delivers to her servants, and her account to 
her husband. To her servants, she says ‘Look, he brought us a Hebrew man 
(yrb( #y)) to dally with us’, Gen. 39.14. When speaking to her husband, 
however, she calls Joseph a ‘Hebrew slave’, yrb( db(h, Gen. 39.17. Was 
she protecting her husband’s dignity by designating Joseph according to his 
role, not his gender? Or was she already beginning the process that would 
end with Joseph’s expulsion from her house? Or, reading quite differently 
now, was the narrator signalling that Potiphar’s arrangements were more or 
less above board by highlighting the parallels to Exod. 21.4? This law falls 
under the general rubric of regulations applying to someone who buys, hnq 
(Exod. 21.2; cf. Gen. 39.1) a Hebrew slave, yrb( db(h (Exod. 21.2; cf. 
Gen. 39.17):

If his master gave him a woman, and she has borne him children, the 
woman and her children shall belong to the master, and he shall leave [)cyw, 
cf. Gen. 39.12] alone (Exod. 21.4).

There is nothing in the phrasing here to indicate that the owner had no 
children of his own, but, whether or not this was its intention, the Exodus 
law offers a mechanism for a childless man to acquire an heir. The children 
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of slaves who impregnate women given to them by their owners while in 
their service become, along with their mother, the property of the owner. 
We cannot assume that the woman he gave to his slave was his own wife, 
but nor can we rule that out. I am grateful to James Patrick for drawing my 
attention to the following passage, not an exact parallel, but with enough 
similarities to merit serious consideration, in 1 Chron. 2.33-36:

These were the descendants of Jerahmeel. Sheshan had no sons; only daugh-
ters; Sheshan had an Egyptian slave whose name was Jarha. So Sheshan 
gave his daughter in marriage to Jarha his slave; and she bore him Attai. 
Attai begot Nathan…

We cannot infer from this that Sheshan would have given his slave to his 
wife had he not had a daughter, but nevertheless it indicates that mechanisms 
involving foreign slaves existed to cope with the lack of a suitable heir. The 
use of slaves is not surprising—it diminished the likelihood of competition 
over inheritance and lineage—and it should be noted that the Bible’s two 
clear-cut cases of slaves used for procreation, Jarha and Hagar, are both 
Egyptian. There would be a certain poetic, indeed biblical, justice if Joseph, a 
Hebrew slave, was used for the same purpose by his Egyptian owner.72

 To return now to Genesis 39, a second double entendre may be intended in 
relation to tyb, house, which is certainly a euphemism for ‘woman’ in rab-
binic texts,73 and arguably already in the Bible. Three relevant definitions are 
offered by Jastrow—body, wife, and pudenda/intercourse. Brown, Driver, 
Briggs is not explicit, but does list body (2c), receptacle (3), and family (5), 
each of which points in the right general direction.74 This meaning of tyb 
in the Bible may be attested by 2 Sam. 11.8, in which David tells Uriah, 
‘Go down to your house and bathe your feet’, by which he may mean, Go 
to your wife and have sex.75 This reading of ‘house’ may also be attested 
by Ezek. 24.15-23, in which the death of the prophet’s wife, the delight of 
his eyes, is equated with the destruction of the Temple (tyb) the delight of 
God’s eyes. The building language used in connection with the first woman, 
but not the first man, may also reflect the equation of women and houses in 
Gen. 2.22: ‘The lord God built the side (cf. Ezek. 41.5) into a woman’.76 

 72. It is curious that the best-known examples of women who safeguard the con-
tinuity of a threatened line are drawn from nations that are excluded, permanently or 
temporarily, from the congregation of Israel: Hagar the Egyptian (cf. Deut. 23.8-9), 
Ruth the Moabite (cf. Deut. 23.4-7) and Tamar the probable Canaanite (Deut. 7.1-6).
 73. Jastrow, ad loc. 4 (body), 5 (wife) and 6 (pudenda, intercourse).
 74. BDB, ad loc.
 75. Foot is a euphemism for phallus in many rabbinic and biblical texts.
 76. This reading, present in Gen. R., ad loc. and b. Berachot 61a, is discussed at 
length by E. Levinas in Nine Talmudic Readings (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1994), pp. 161-77.
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With Joseph around, then, Potiphar is neither master over his house or of his 
wife. The particular language used to describe the way in which Potiphar’s 
household flourishes once he has put Joseph in charge is non-specific, but 
evokes a general sense of increase that would usually include fertility: ‘the 
blessing of the lord was on everything he owned, in the house and outside’. 
The possibly euphemistic use of ‘house’ in verse 2 suggests that it may be 
used euphemistically, though ironically, again in v. 5: ‘the lord blessed his 
house for Joseph’s sake…so that the blessing of the lord was on everything 
he owned, in the house and outside’. If God has blessed Potiphar’s ‘house’ 
through Joseph—in a structural reversal of Genesis 20.18, where God curses 
Abimelech’s house by closing the wombs of all the women therein—where 
are the many offspring we might have expected to hear mentioned?
 Verse 6 opens with the unexpected verb bz(yw, abandoned. Both the chief 
steward (39.22, 40.4) and Pharaoh (41.41) give, Ntn, authority and respon-
sibility to Joseph, but Potiphar ‘abandons’ into Joseph’s hands ‘everything 
he has’. Possible explanations for the choice of this verb come in the con-
tinuation of verse 6, and later in the chapter. Genesis 39.6b reports that, 
with Joseph in charge, Potiphar ‘did not know anything except the bread 
he ate’. Once again, the repetitions that are a hall-mark of this narrative—
Joseph finds himself being handed the metaphorical keys to the city no 
fewer than three times—facilitate an exercise in compare and contrast. The 
chief jailer does not ‘see’, h)r, anything that is in Joseph’s hands (39.23), 
while Pharaoh uses a different term altogether: ‘only with respect to the 
throne shall I be superior to you’ (41.40). It seems likely that (dy is used 
in 39.6 for its sexual associations, compare most obviously ‘Adam knew 
his wife’ in Gen. 4.1. This reading is supported by narrator’s choice of the 
one area over which Potiphar retains control: his food, Mxl. Food, Mxl, 
too has the potential for double entendre in Biblical Hebrew, as is evident 
in Prov. 9.17: ‘Stolen waters are sweet, and bread eaten furtively is tasty. 
He does not know that the shades are there, that her guests are in the depths 
of Sheol’. Needless to say, confusion between different types of appetites 
occurs in many cultures. Indeed, Joseph seems to recognize the inherent 
ambiguity when he misrepresents Potiphar to his wife. According to the 
narrator, Potiphar relinquishes control of everything except his food. As 
Joseph tells it to Mrs Potiphar, the domain in which Potiphar continues to 
exercise control is not his food, but his wife (v. 9). Final support from verse 
6 for a sexual reading of Potiphar’s abdication of responsibility for his wife 
comes from the grammatically seamless, yet thematically jarring, shift from 
the food that Potiphar continues to eat to Joseph: ‘he [Potiphar] paid atten-
tion to nothing save the food that he ate. Now Joseph was well-built and 
handsome’. It is hard not to conclude that, by indulging his appetite for food 
and abandoning his house, including his wife, into the care of an attractive 
young man, Potiphar had it coming to him.
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 No wonder, then, that Potiphar’s wife raises her eyes and sets her sights 
on Joseph: Pswy-l) hyny(-t) wynd)-t#) )#tw. Elsewhere, this idiom 
draws attention to an object that is already present, but whose significance 
has not hitherto been clear.77 The best example is the ram in Genesis 22, 
present all along, we must assume, but suddenly transformed into a suitable 
sacrifice. When the narrator has Mrs Potiphar raise her eyes immediately 
following his reference to Joseph’s beauty, he implies that her interest in 
Joseph was inevitable—the Titanic on collision course with her ice-berg. 
Is the sheer inevitability of it all—indifferent husband, bored wife stuck 
at home, ancient equivalent of the drop-dead gorgeous tennis coach—the 
beginning of a ploy to disarm Mrs Potiphar’s critics?
 I used the word ‘seduce’ in relation to Mrs Potiphar’s verbal encounter 
with Joseph, but it is hardly apt; this is no sultry voulez-vous coucher!78 The 
brisk imperative ym( hbk#, literally ‘lie with me’, but I prefer the more 
idiomatic ‘sleep with me’, can be read several ways. First, it could reflect 
her position of authority; the mistress of the house can expect her servants 
to satisfy her desires. Second, she is not playing with Joseph, but putting 
her cards on the table; she wants to sleep with him and tells him that in no 
uncertain terms. But should either of these factors improve her in our eyes? 
On one contemporary (to us) reading, the first factor could make her behav-
ior seem still less acceptable; not only is this sexual harassment—the boss 
oppresses a worker with the implied threat of job loss—but it also raises 
racial and political issues—a member of elite ruling majority oppresses an 
ethnic minority refugee. On the other side of the coin, we might ask about 
Joseph’s role in this affair. His beauty makes him an object of temptation, 
and we can hardly blame him for that, but the surrounding narrative indi-
cates that Joseph was not only beautiful, he was vain—that special coat—
and arrogant—he happily vaunted his superiority to his brothers. Did he 
lead Mrs Potiphar on? Is the abandoned wife of a eunuch, infatuated with 
her husband’s charismatic and much younger right hand man, really in a 
stronger position in the household than the right hand man himself? The 
outcome suggests that she is. Joseph loses his job and gets thrown into jail 
on her say so. But what of Mrs Potiphar? Did she spend the rest of her life in 
the prison of a childless, sexless, perhaps even loveless, marriage, doomed 
to regret the rash words that removed the object of her desire and perhaps 
affection? Or did Potiphar abandon her soon after these events, in favour of 
a woman better equipped with the skills of seduction required to continue 

 77. S.C. Reif, ‘A Root to Look Up: A Study of the Hebrew ns’ ‘yn’, in J.A. Emerton 
(ed.), Congress Volume Salamanca, 1983  (VTSup, 36; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1985), pp. 
230-44.
 78. Contra H.A. McKay, ‘Confronting Redundancy as Middle Manager and Wife: 
The Feisty Woman of Genesis 39’, in The Social World of the Hebrew Bible (Semeia, 
87; Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 1999), pp. 215-31 (218).
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his line? As with Sarah, the elderly barren wife, compared with Hagar, the 
fertile concubine, it is not easy to decide who has the upper hand.
 Genesis is replete with men and women trading partners and hopping 
beds. Men sleep with their wives’ servants (Abraham with Hagar, Jacob with 
Bilhah and Zilpah) without apparent narrative condemnation, and they put 
their wives at the disposal of other men for material gain: Abraham makes 
Sarah available to Pharaoh in Genesis 12.10 and to Abimelech in Genesis 
20, and Isaac does the same with Rebekah in Genesis 26. Women share 
their husbands with their sisters (Rachel and Leah), maneuver men into 
their beds (Tamar with Judah in Gen. 38, and perhaps Dinah with Shechem 
in Gen. 34), and show no signs of resistance when they are maneuvered 
into the beds of other men (Sarah with Pharaoh and Abimelech). Where 
does Potiphar’s wife fit into this complex picture? Should we classify her 
alongside Abraham, a married man sleeping with a servant for the sake of 
getting a child? Or is she more like Sarah, a married woman sleeping with 
a foreign king, perhaps also to get a child?79 Or is she like Tamar, tricking 
Judah into sex? Or is she more like Judah, looking for casual sex in the 
absence of a long-term partner, out of this world in Judah’s case, and out 
of action in Potiphar’s? Or must we look further afield, narratively speak-
ing? Is Mrs Potiphar an equivalent of David, bored on a long, hot afternoon 
and in hot pursuit of the first warm body that catches his eye? Or does she 
rather belong with Bathsheba, apparently unable to resist temptation when it 
arises? Thus is the complexity of evaluating sexual behavior in the Hebrew 
Bible. Our search for appropriate precedents and role models is muddled by 
the vast and complex range of available options, in narrative, if not in legal 
and prescriptive texts.
 Yet Mrs Potiphar does have a close structural parallel in Genesis: Sarah. As 
well as giving Sarah to Pharaoh and Abimelech, perhaps in the hope that she 
might get pregnant, Abraham seems to have contemplated using his servant 
Eliezer as an ancient equivalent of a surrogate father. Genesis 15.2-4 reports 
an exchange between God and Abram about childlessness: ‘And Abram said, 
“O lord God, what can you give me, seeing that I shall die childless, and 
the one in charge of my household [lit. the son of my house] is Dammesek 
Eliezer!” Abram said further, “Since You have granted me no offspring, my 
steward will be my heir.” The word of the lord came to him in reply, “That 
one shall not be your heir; none but your very own issue shall be your heir, 

 79. Sarah was barren before going to Egypt (11.30), and Gen. 21.1-7 arguably pro-
tests too much over Abraham’s paternity of Isaac (implying, perhaps, a prior expec-
tation that Sarah could have been impregnated by a foreign king). See J.C. Exum, 
‘Who’s Afraid of the Endangered Ancestress?’, in J.C. Exum and D.J.A. Clines (eds.), 
The New Literary Criticism and the Hebrew Bible (JSOTSup, 143; Sheffield: JSOT 
Press, 1993), pp. 91-124.
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K#ry.” ’ The standard reading of this text posits a structural equivalence 
between Eliezer and the son Abram hopes to have. Yet what is at issue here is 
not so much inheritance as possession. Abram fears that, because he has no 
seed, (rz, not Nb , his house boy will possess his house, thus usurping him as 
the link with future inhabitants of the land he will possess, #ry (v. 7). When 
God assures him that the product of his own loins will take possession, he 
confirms that a surrogate father will not be required. And if this seems far-
fetched, is it any less implausible than the opening of Genesis 16 in which, 
having established that Abraham will be a natural father, Sarah engineers her 
‘building up’ via her own servant? Both Genesis 15 and 39 may plausibly deal 
with the desperate attempts, quickly arrested in Abram’s case and aborted in 
Potiphar’s, of two men to continue their lines.
 Those who scan Hebrew Bible texts for behavioral role models are usually 
concerned either with the Bible’s internal codes of conduct—legal material—
or with principles they believe to have emerged from those ancient codes. Yet 
can we be sure that the narrator judges Potiphar’s wife according to Israel’s 
standards and not Egypt’s? The reference to Egypt in Lev. 18.3 implies dif-
ferent codes of sexual conduct were envisaged there. Is Mrs Potiphar simply 
conforming to Egyptian expectations by seducing Joseph, and thus not to be 
condemned at all in her own country? Or does reading this smack of twenty-
first century liberal relativism? For reasons other than my liberality, I think it 
most likely that the author of Genesis 39 was evaluating Potiphar’s wife on 
her own terms. An important underlying theme of the Joseph narrative is the 
clash of cultures; we look on as Joseph not merely survives, but thrives in 
an alien land. But at what cost? As we know from many, perhaps even most, 
other biblical texts, co-existence carries with it the threat of assimilation and 
loss of identity, and this anxiety—a central preoccupation of the Hebrew 
Bible—is crystallized in the encounter between Israelite and non-Israelite 
sexual partners.80 Genesis 39 contributes to the biblical exploration of the 
risks (as presented in Deuteronomy) and rewards (as reflected in Esther) of 
assimilation precisely because Mrs Potiphar’s values are not the same as 
Joseph’s. The narrative simply fails if she is governed by the same laws that 
govern him (v. 9).
 Mrs Potiphar’s response to Joseph’s claim that he cannot sin against God 
is an important factor in the reader’s assessment of her character (v. 9). Far 
from backing off politely—no political correctness here—she pursues him 
with even more intensity, day after day, Mwy Mwy. But is this really so repre-
hensible? First, we cannot be sure that Joseph was sincere. The justification 
he offers alongside sin for rejecting Mrs Potiphar’s advances—your husband 
withheld you from me (v. 9)—is not technically true; Potiphar withheld 
only the bread that he ate (v. 6). Should this discrepancy call into question 

 80. The ‘Wife-Sister’ texts in Genesis 12, 20 and 26 are parade examples.
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the sincerity of Joseph’s appeal to God? Or should we assume that in fact 
Joseph understood that Potiphar meant ‘woman’ when he said ‘bread’, and 
therefore declare him sincere? And even if Joseph is sincere, what should 
we make of it as far as Mrs Potiphar is concerned? From one perspective—
that of the ethnic or religious minority—the narrator invites condemnation. 
But was the narrator resigned to the fact that ethnic and religious majorities 
tend towards a ‘When in Rome’ world-view. Many Anglo-Jewish school-
children must sing hymns or learn to live with the disapproving glances 
of teachers who regard their refusal as a rejection of English values and 
culture. Their Anglo-Jewish parents must learn to choose between asking 
their children to stand out at school—not an insignificant request, as all 
parents know—and allowing them to compromise their religious identities. 
Did the narrator recognize the ‘When in Rome’ syndrome? Did he refrain 
from judging or condemning either side because his real interest was in 
representing what happens, or might happen, when cultures meet? And 
if he was judging anyone, is it not more likely to have been Joseph than 
Potiphar’s wife? The particular kind of success Joseph has with his masters, 
and their wives, requires a dangerous willingness to mix with mainstream 
culture. Was the narrator using Joseph as a parade example of the risks of 
getting on in the world?81

 The seduction scene itself requires very careful reading. Joseph enters 
Mrs Potiphar’s house (not her husband’s!) to do his work when no one else 
is around: ‘And on one such a day, he came into the house to do his work, 
and there was no man from among the men of the house…’.
 The term #y) Ny), no man, may even be a technical term meaning ‘no 
witness’, cf. Exod. 2.12. The comparative preposition Mwyhk, one such day, 
links this verse with the preceding one: ‘Every day, she pressed him to sleep 
with her, and thus it was on this day’. In other words, Joseph had no reason to 
be taken off-guard. Indeed, the double meanings we have already observed 
for ‘house’ and for the verb to ‘come’ raise a question about what kind of 
work he came to do when he came to her house, htybh )byw. Significantly, 
perhaps, this is not, hdb(, service, but hk)lm, the work of creation. Had 
Mrs Potiphar arranged that the house would be empty? And why did Joseph 
stay when he saw that the house was empty? In a nice scene from the Hol-
lywood film Spanglish, the beautiful Mexican maid and the too-good-for-
his-self-absorbed wife Jewish-American man of the house—the chef of a 
three star restaurant—admit that they avoided being in the same room once 
they realized that they were falling in love. Why, we might ask, did Joseph 
put himself in temptation’s way?82

 81. See Shani Berrin’s comments on the ambiguity of ‘distinction’ in the Passover 
Haggdah, cited in the first Chapter of this book.
 82. Mrs Potiphar’s inability to resist Joseph is the theme of a dark and complex 
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 Verse 12 opens ‘She caught hold of him by his garment and said, “Lie 
with me”. But he left his garment in her hand and fled and went outside’. 
Had Joseph been unprepared for Mrs Potiphar, we might envisage a force-
ful physical encounter; he enters the house, she grabs his coat, he breaks 
away and flees. Since, however, he almost certainly is prepared, and may 
even have decided that this is the day he will give in, the climax of her 
nagging, comparable to Samson’s revelation of the secret of his strength 
when Delilah has finally worn him down. Joseph voluntarily falls into the 
arms of Potiphar’s wife, she removes his jacket, but he comes to his senses, 
pulls away, leaving his jacket in her hands, and flees. As noted above, Pirson 
makes a clever connection here with Onan’s coitus interruptus in Gen. 38.9. 
As to what caused or constituted the interruption, it is hard to say. In the 
narrator’s version, Joseph simply leaves his coat in Mrs Potiphar’s hands 
and flees outside. Only then does she ‘call’, as in ‘summon’, not necessarily 
‘cry’, to her servants. The absence of an explanation for what made Joseph 
change his mind created a valuable opportunity for later commentators; 
according to some midrashim and the Quran, he saw his father’s face and 
thought better. In Mrs Potiphar’s first account, Joseph fled when he heard 
her cry out in a great voice. For Pirson, this is not the cry of a rape victim, 
but a cry of ecstasy—as some women do in movies; Joseph fled because 
he feared discovery.83 Yet this would entail that Joseph was unaware of 
Potiphar’s intentions for him, which seems unlikely. As we shall see, the 
other servants were almost certainly in the know. I find it more plausible 
that Joseph fled because he could no longer keep all the balls in the air. He 
had raised false expectations, been derelict in his duties, and had humiliated 
his mistress and master into the bargain.
 It is worth pausing for a moment over the garment that Joseph leaves with 
Potiphar’s wife. The Joseph novella is full of mirror images and repetitions 

story discussed by J. Kugel, ‘Joseph’s Beauty’, In Potiphar’s House: The Interpre-
tative Life of Biblical Texts (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), pp. 
66-93. It appears in Midrash Tanhuma VaYeshev 5 [cf. a near-identical text in Qu’ran, 
Surah Yusuf 31]: ‘ Said the rabbis of blessed memory: On one occasion the Egyptian 
women gathered and went to behold Joseph’s beauty. What did Potiphar’s wife do? 
She took citrons [Mygwrt)] and gave them to each of them and gave each a knife and 
then called to Joseph and stood him before them. When they beheld how handsome 
Joseph was, they cut their hands. She said to them: If you do thus after one moment, 
I who see him every moment, am I not all the more so [justified in being smitten]? 
And day after day she sought to entice him with words, but he overcame his desires. 
How do we know this? And after these things, the wife of his master set her eyes upon 
Joseph (Gen. 39.7).’ See also S. Goldman, The Wiles of Women/The Wiles of Men: 
Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife in Ancient Near Eastern, Jewish, and Islamic Folklore 
(Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1995), especially ch. 2, ‘The Spurned Woman’.
 83. ‘The Twofold Message of Potiphar’s Wife’, p. 257.
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and, although the Hebrew noun is different (dgb versus tntk), it is hard 
to avoid connecting the garment that Joseph abandons in the hands of Mrs 
Potiphar with the special coat his father gives him (37.3). Both get him 
into trouble—the coat provokes the jealousy of his brothers while it seems 
to be the abandoned garment that provokes Mrs Potiphar’s summons to 
her servants—and both are used as evidence against him—Mrs Potiphar’s 
accusation of rape and the brothers’ claim that he is dead. The verb bz(, 
abandoned, suggests a further parallel, this time within the chapter. Potiphar 
abandons his house, including his wife, in Joseph’s hands, expecting Joseph 
to take full responsibility for them, and now Joseph has abandoned his coat 
in Mrs Potiphar’s hands. Clothing features prominently in this narrative, 
usually to indicate status. His special coat distinguishes Joseph from his 
brothers (37.3), Joseph changes clothes when he is rushed from the prison 
to Pharaoh’s palace (41.14), and Pharaoh dresses Joseph in robes of fine 
linen when he appoints him as viceroy of all Egypt (41.42). The coat indi-
cates Joseph’s role in the household, as conferred upon him (lit. abandoned 
in his hands) by Potiphar. When Joseph abandons his coat in the hands of 
Potiphar’s wife, he abandons his responsibilities. This is what Mrs Potiphar 
is telling her husband when she shows him the coat: ‘Honey, the maid has 
quit’!
 Far from running away because he fears discovery, Joseph flees because 
he has finally reached the point where he cannot be a loyal servant to two 
masters. And here he exemplifies the dilemma of Diaspora existence, much 
as I presented it in my first chapter in relation to God and the Exodus 
Pharaoh. Whose laws should he follow, God’s or the laws of the land? Which 
authority should he recognize, the human king or the divine king of kings? 
How far will God support his endeavours in a strange land? The encounter 
between Joseph and Mrs Potiphar represents a working through of these 
questions. This may explain the use of the two verbs )cyw snyw, and he fled 
and went out. Sarna sees these reflecting the two stages of Joseph’s escape; 
he rushes abruptly, snyw, from the room but resumes a normal gait, )cyw, 
once outside ‘in order not to attract attention’.84 Alternatively, perhaps snyw 
applies especially to Joseph’s abdication of office, while )cyw alludes to 
the event to which this narrative serves as a literary prelude, the exodus 
from Egypt, Myrcm t)ycy. In another of those not-quite-repetitions that 
characterize this narrative (Joseph’s two dreams, the Midianites and the 
Ishmaelites, twice in prison, two missions to Egypt by the brothers, two 
accusations of dishonesty, to name but a few), the narrator interprets the 
episode from Mrs Potiphar’s perspective: ‘When she saw that he had left 
it in her hand and fled outside…’. She sees Joseph give up his job when he 
abandons his garment of office and flees, but she does not at this point see 

 84. Genesis, p. 274.
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the significance of his metaphorical flight from Egypt, or at least from those 
aspects of Egypt raised by his encounter with her.
 Mrs Potiphar’s report to her servants is revealing: ‘Look, he had to bring 
us a Hebrew to dally with us!’ As all commentators note, the word for 
dally, qxcm, is polysemic even by Hebrew standards. Although it can mean 
mock (Ishmael of Isaac in Gen. 21.9), laugh (Sarah in Gen. 21.6), or dance 
(Samson in Judg. 16.25), it has sexual overtones (almost certainly Judg. 
16.25 as before, but more clearly it describes what Isaac does to Rebekah 
when Abimelech realizes they cannot be brother and sister in Gen. 26.8). 
What exactly was Mrs Potiphar claiming, or implying, that her husband 
had brought Joseph to do? She seems to be saying that he had been brought 
to the house to have sex, a reading borne out by the continuation of the 
verse: ‘This one came to lie with me; but I screamed out loud’. Commen-
tators other than Pirson, who understands qxcm as I do, read this as Mrs 
Potiphar’s false accusation against Joseph, but this entails separating ‘lie 
with me’ from ‘dally’. The most natural reading of Mrs Potiphar’s state-
ment (all one sentence, not two, as nJPs makes it) is that Joseph was brought 
to have sex, wnb qxcl yrb( #y) wnl )ybh w)r, and came to her house on 
the day in question for that very purpose: ym( bk#l yl) )b.85 And it is 
at this point that Mrs Potiphar does something that seems wrong by any 
standards—she lies to her husband, not about what happened, but about 
the order in which events occurred: ‘But I screamed out loud. And when 
he heard me screaming at the top of my voice, he left his garment with 
me and got away and fled outside’ (39.18). What explains the inconsis-
tency between what she says to her servants and what she tells her husband? 
One explanation is that she is accusing Joseph of rape; ‘the scream was 
regarded as evidence of resistance to attempted rape and, hence, was a sign 
of innocence’.86 Alternatively, when she claims to have cried out loud, she 
refers not to her summons to her servants but to her cry of ecstasy. This 
reading is supported by her subsequent words to her husband. The Hebrew 
ylwq ytmyrh-yk, ‘And I raised up my voice’, may, as Pirson points out, 
have the happy connotations of orgasm or its anticipation. But this cry of 
ecstasy was not reported by the narrator (v. 12), and it seems more likely 
that Mrs Potiphar has conflated a perhaps exaggerated sense of her response 
to Joseph’s embrace with the cry to her servants, in order to cover her own 
embarrassment.87 On the one hand, she had been rejected and her impulse 
was to share her outrage. The differences between her report to her servants 

 85. Pirson, ‘The Twofold Message of Potiphar’s Wife’, p. 252.
 86. Sarna, Genesis, alluding to Deut. 22.24, 27.
 87. Pirson, ‘The Twofold Message of Potiphar’s Wife’, pp. 254-55, thinks the cry 
functions on two levels: when speaking to her husband, it is a cry of ecstasy; when 
speaking to her servants, it is a cry for help.
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and the account she gives her husband might be read as a sign of her insin-
cerity. More plausibly, they show a woman attempting to enlist much-
needed moral and emotional support. She thus addresses the men of the 
house as if she were one of them, while at the same time distancing herself 
from her husband (‘Look, he had to bring us a Hebrew to dally with us’)—
the ‘common enemy’ strategy for winning friends. Not surprisingly, though, 
she stops short of a public admission that, so unattractive was she to Joseph, 
that he was willing to destroy his career to avoid sleeping with her. Her cry 
is thus intentionally ambiguous, hovering uncertainly—perhaps in her own 
mind as well as in her public presentation—between agony and ecstasy. Mrs 
Potiphar is not an evil beast after all; she is only human.
 Potiphar’s wife does not mention her servants when her husband finally 
comes home from the office, but her story is the same in spirit, if not precise 
content, and likewise suggests an attempt to enlist her husband’s support, in 
part through empathy: ‘The Hebrew slave came to me, whom you brought 
for us to dally with me…’. As mentioned above, Joseph is no longer a man, 
but a slave and, perhaps to spare Potiphar’s feelings, she omits the phrase 
‘lie with me’, ym( bk#l, preferring the more ambiguous ‘came to me’, 
yl) )b, less graphic, but used elsewhere to denote sex.88 Interestingly, 
she does not avoid the sexually loaded verb qxcm when speaking to her 
husband, even emphasizing the connection with herself when she switches 
the accompanying pronoun from plural (v. 14) to singular (v. 17). A woman 
telling her husband that one of his employees had attempted to rape her 
would hardly use a playful term like this, even in one of its innocent incar-
nations. All this may suggests that Mrs Potiphar was unembarrassed about 
sex with Joseph—her husband really had intended him to sleep with her. It 
was not sex but the absence of sex that embarrassed her.
 Several factors explain Potiphar’s decision to throw Joseph into prison, 
albeit one under his own jurisdiction (40.3). As traditionally construed, he 
was responding to what he took to be an accusation of rape, but this seems 
unlikely, not least because the punishment does not match the crime, according 
to either Egyptian or Israelite law. Alternatively, he could have been defending 
his wife’s honour, or at least saving her feelings, by removing the offending 
servant from her sight. More likely, though, his response was as emotion-
ally complex as his wife’s. First, Joseph’s presence in the house is no longer 
required; he had failed in an area of particular concern to Potiphar, namely 
the generation of an heir. Second, the arrangement Potiphar had intended to 
make cannot have been without delicacy for him, publicly recognized eunuch 
or not. In rejecting his wife, Joseph had rejected and humiliated Potiphar, who 
would now have to go to the trouble of finding another suitable man to sire his 

 88. Pirson, ‘The Twofold Message of Potiphar’s Wife’, p. 257, notes that the phrase 
occurs in an obvious sexual context in Gen. 38.18, of Judah and Tamar.
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child. Third, it seems likely that Potiphar himself had formed an attachment to 
Joseph; he had entrusted his immediate household and, as I read it, his future 
house (cf. dwd tyb, House of David) into Joseph’s hands, and felt let down. 
Finally, Joseph had rejected Potiphar’s authority. The final cut occurred when 
he abandoned his coat in the hands of Mrs Potiphar but, if the clash of cultures 
and the difficulties inherent in trying to serve two masters are, indeed, prevail-
ing themes of this text, Potiphar must have sensed the conflict from the outset. 
Expelling Joseph to the ‘Round House’ was Potiphar’s attempt to mark his 
own boundaries, just as Joseph had drawn his when he refused to sleep with 
Mrs Potiphar.89

 I began with a quotation from a new translation of Thomas Mann’s 
Joseph and his Brothers: ‘And Joseph crossed the threshold [my italics] 
into her room’. Several important recent studies of the formation of Jewish 
identity in the Graeco-Roman period focus on boundaries and borderlines; 
almost without exception, they make the point that these boundaries are fluid 
and much-crossed.90 Genesis 39 as I read it makes the same point. Some 
biblical texts—Deuteronomy, most obviously—aspire to life in an Israel-
ite vacuum, free from temptation and contamination by external sources. 
Genesis has a different perspective—foreigners and ‘Israelites’, or their 
antecedents, live alongside each other in more or less peaceful co-existence. 
The Joseph novella tests the Genesis limits and, in literature as so often in 
life, the borders are crossed and boundaries blurred in the bedroom. Joseph 
survived some aspects of this trial in tact—he remained faithful to God 
and preserved his own values. Yet Egypt was by no means an unqualified 
success. Joseph lost his position in the Potiphar household, and although he 
quickly managed to rise to even greater heights, the second time around he 
was unable to resist the Egyptian woman—named Asenath the daughter of 
Poti-phera in what must be a nod of some sort towards the earlier story—
who came with the territory. On the day that Pharaoh appointed Joseph 
as Viceroy over all Egypt, he also changed Joseph’s name (to Zaphenath-
paneah, which, as I have noted, sounds both sounds Egyptian and like the 
Hebrew for ‘hidden face’91) and gave him an Egyptian wife, the daughter 

 89. Pirson makes the interesting suggestion that this is less a prison than a domain 
outside the immediate household. It seems to me, however, that the prison in Egypt 
parallels Joseph’s descent into the pit in Canaan, just as the abandoned garment mir-
rored the special coat. Indeed, Joseph himself draws this parallel when he recounts his 
history to the butler and the baker: ‘For in truth, I was kidnapped from the land of the 
Hebrews; nor have I done anything here that they should put me in the dungeon (lit. 
“pit”, cf. Gen. 37.24)’. 
 90. Notably, D. Boyarin, Border Lines: The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity (Phila-
delphia: Penn Press, 2004).
 91. Cf. Esther, whose name sounds both like a Persian goddess and the Hebrew 
word for hidden, rts.
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of a priest to boot. Although Joseph’s resists Mrs Potiphar and therefore 
adultery, and is rewarded for that by being designated in Jewish tradition 
as qydch Pswy, Joseph the righteous, he fails the ultimate test, which is to 
resist assimilation. In this sense, the Joseph novella takes the essentially 
pro-co-existence Genesis narrative to its unacceptable extreme, and, in the 
Pentateuch as we have it, the intervention of Moses is required to reverse 
the damage that Joseph has done.
 The advent of feminist, ideological, and post-colonial biblical scholar-
ship, combined with a widespread cross-disciplinary interest in identity for-
mation, not to mention events in the Middle East, have all drawn attention to 
biblical texts dealing with foreign women. I hope I have shown, though, that 
there is a great deal more to be said about the intersection between identity 
politics and sexual politics. A good place to start is with a rejection of the 
cartoon image of foreign, female temptresses in favour of a more nuanced 
portrayal of women who could indeed compromise Israelite identity, but in 
ways that are both unexpected and far more complex than is usually sup-
posed, and certainly not by being tediously stereotypical femmes fatales.
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