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PREFACE

The rich and variegated essays that appear in this volume are gath-
ered to honor the scholarship and teaching of James L. Kugel, Harry
Starr Professor of Classical and Modern Jewish and Hebrew Literature
and Professor of Comparative Literature at Harvard University and
Professor of Bible at Bar Ilan University in Israel. All the contributors
engage the honoree’s work. It is with great joy that we offer these
essays as a tribute to him and as an expression of gratitude for his
gifts to the fields of Jewish studies, biblical studies and comparative
literature. The contributors may have encountered him in New Haven
or Cambridge, in the United States or Israel, as colleagues or as
students, but all have in common the lasting impression he has made
on their perceptions of biblical interpretation. His brilliance and
poetic spirit have transformed our understanding of the Bible and
our conceptions of the relationship between Scripture and interpretation.

The title of this volume points to the heart and soul of James
Kugel’s contribution to scholarship. To be sure, it is difficult to cap-
ture in a single phrase the breadth, depth, and nuance of Kugel’s
interaction with texts of Judaism in antiquity. Among the intellec-
tual gifts that he brings to his work are a highly refined literary sen-
sibility that embraces a knowledge of literature from antiquity to the
present; boundless creativity that allows him to challenge established
orthodoxies; and a poetic soul that infuses each of his works with
stylistic elegance and extraordinary clarity. Kugel’s writing has served
to illuminate how Judaism became a textualized religion by consider-
ing anew the interrelationships of text and interpretation, tradition
and innovation, and production and reception. His work has significant
implications for the historical study of Christian origins and the study
of Judaism, as well as for the appropriation of sacred texts by Jews,
Christians, and Muslims today.

There has been a decided shift of emphasis in contemporary bibli-
cal studies due in part to Kugel’s work. No longer focusing primarily
on the study of the origins and prehistory of the biblical text, the
field now also encompasses the study of the emergence of Scripture
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and its role in shaping religious communities throughout the ages.
A related movement is visible in Kugel’s own work. In his early
work, exemplified by The Idea of Biblical Poetry, the study of the Bible
is juxtaposed to the history of its interpretive afterlife, enforcing the
distinction between scripture and interpretation. In later works, how-
ever, such as In Potiphar’s House and The Bible as it Was (and in the
longer version Traditions of the Bible), this distinction is no longer made:
the creative work of interpretation is now treated as the life of the
biblical text itself.

Combining literary sensitivity, comparative method, and concep-
tual boldness, The Idea of Biblical Poetry challenged biblical scholars to
reconsider the long-established application to the Hebrew Bible of a
distinction between poetry and prose drawn by analogy from Greek
literature. While not all followed Kugel’s denial that there is a clear
category of writing in the Hebrew Bible that can be termed “poetry,”
his definition of the rhetorical feature of parallelism successfully over-
turned the frequently rigid and schematic way in which Robert
Lowth’s threefold categories of parallelismus membrorum had been appro-
priated by subsequent biblicists. Although scholarly attention has
focused primarily on his reassessment of biblical poetry found in the
first section of the book, a major contribution of the book to intel-
lectual history and literary studies was made in the second, longer
“half” of the book, in which Kugel traced the way in which Hebrew
poetry has been conceived in Christianity and Judaism from antig-
uity to the contemporary period.

In Potiphar’s House: the Interpretive Life of Biblical Texts offered a sem-
inal contribution to biblical studies in its treatment of the Nachleben
of the text. By tracing the early history of interpretation of the Joseph
story and other biblical texts, Kugel demonstrated how early exegetes
frequently focused on an irregularity or unusual detail in the biblical
text itself as a basis for interpretive expansion. His theory of the ori-
gin and development of interpretive motifs and their peripatetic ways
suggested new frameworks for the study of early biblical exegesis.

The Bible As It Was, for which he was awarded the 2001 Grawemeyer
Award in Religion, along with a series of seminal articles in the
1980°s and 90’s, marked a continuation of this trajectory. The book
is accessible and engaging to non-experts yet, along with its more
scholarly edition, The Traditions of the Bible, valuable for biblical schol-
ars as well. By providing a catalogue of ancient interpretations of
the books of the Torah, culled from a diverse selection of Second
Temple, early Jewish and Christian texts, he has raised our aware-
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ness of the nature of textual interpretation as a phenomenon that is
integral to the formation of Scripture itself. The book also points to
the hermeneutical gulf between the presuppositions of ancient inter-
preters about Scripture and the Enlightenment presuppositions that
undergird historical-critical scholarship today.

In addition to authoring nine books and editing three, Kugel has
written well over forty articles, whose subjects range from a semantic
feature of a biblical Hebrew phrase to the conceptualization of Midrash
to the questionable effects of the Renaissance and Protestant Reforma-
tion on biblical interpretation. Not only biblical studies, but also the
fields of Midrash and Qumran studies have been transformed by
Kugel’s exposure of the textual process that generates biblical inter-
pretation. Nor has Kugel’s work been confined to Judaism in antig-
uity. He has also contributed in his teaching and writing to the study
of medieval Jewish exegesis and piyyut, and to the study of modern
Hebrew, English, and Russian poetry. Most recently, Kugel has
turned his attention to matters of religious experience. In his latest
book, The God of Old: Inside the Lost World of the Bible, his work takes
a theological turn, exploring the imagining of the divine in the Bible.

The twenty-two essays in this volume stand as a testimony to James
Kugel’s influence on many fields in the humanities, as do the thousands
of students who have been touched by his teaching at Yale, Harvard,
Bar Ilan, and the many other universities where he has lectured with
his characteristic urbane wit and charm. The essays are organized
in three roughly chronological categories. The essays in the first
group treat some part of the Tanakh, ranging from the creation and
Abraham stories of Genesis, to the wisdom of Ecclesiastes, to the
evolving conception of sacred writing in the prophetic literature. The
second set of essays focuses chiefly on the literature of Second Temple
Judaism, from the distinctive biblical interpretation found in the
Qumran scrolls to the role of scripture in the diaspora apocryphon
Wisdom of Solomon. The last group concerns itself with the scriptural
imagination at work in rabbinic literature, in Milton’s Paradise Lost, in
the nefarious anti-semitic work of Gerhard Kittel, and up to the pre-
sent in a treatment of Levinas and the Talmud. There is overlap
among categories, but this is inevitable. Indeed, this is the point James
Kugel has struggled to communicate in his teaching and writing: in
the earliest days of the rise of Scripture and through the emergence
of ecarly biblical interpretation, there can be no strict delineation
between Scripture and its interpretation. We have abbreviated jour-
nal and series titles in accordance with the SBL Handbook of Style.
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The editors express our deep gratitude and appreciation to John J.
Collins and to Florentino Garcia Martinez, the editors of the Brill
series Journal of Jewish Studies Supplement Series. John Collins
invited this volume for the Journal of Jewish Studies Supplement
Series in November of 2000 and since then has enhanced and
improved the volume in innumerable ways through his insights and
instruction. Our colleague John Kutsko provided valuable assistance
in the early stages of the organization of this volume. We wish to
thank Jay Harris, Harry Austryn Wolfson, Professor of Jewish Studies
and Director of the Center for Jewish Studies at Harvard University
and Rachel Rockenmacher, Administrator of the Center, for their
gracious assistance in making possible a celebratory event in con-
nection with this volume. We also want to thank our students, who
devoted much time and attention to this project: Amy Donaldson,
Matthew Gordley, Clare Nesmith, John Jeffrey Purchal, Alison
Schofield, and Samuel Thomas. Stu Rosner, whose exceptional photo-
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Department of Theology at the University of Notre Dame and the
General Theological Seminary of the Episcopal Church.

Our final word of thanks goes to our esteemed honoree, Professor
James L. Kugel, who continues to inspire and encourage new path-
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shine brightly and may God grant him &2 M2>™N.

Hindy Najman
University of Notre Dame

Judith H. Newman
General Theological Seminary
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THE CONVERSION OF ABRAHAM TO JUDAISM,
CHRISTIANITY, AND ISLAM

Jon D. Levenson

“Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are all children born of the same
Father and reared in the bosom of Abraham.” So Francis E. Peters
begins his insightful little introduction to the three religions that are
variously styled “Western,” “monotheistic,” or “prophetic.”! Indeed,
the common root of the three in Father Abraham has long been a
staple of interreligious dialogue; it undergirds the heartfelt hope of
many that the Abrahamic traditions will replace their longstanding
animosities toward one another with comity and cooperation. It is
thus in Abraham that the German Catholic theologian Karl-Josef
Kuschel finds the criterion by which each of the three must assess
its own authenticity. “Abraham,” he writes, “remains a point of ref-
erence by which the later traditions of synagogue, church, and Umma
can and must be measured critically.” Or, to be more precise, the
criterion lies not with the historical figure (whom Kuschel frankly
acknowledges to be concealed “once and for all in the shadows of
history”) but in “the normativity of the original Abraham traditions
in the book of Genesis.” To the extent that Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam deviate from the Abraham of Genesis, they not only
weaken the basis for their potential good relations with each other,
they also undermine their authenticity.

For all the transparently humane intentions behind Kuschel’s pro-
posal, however, the problems besetting it are legion. The most imme-
diate is that the narrative about Abraham in Genesis cannot be
convincingly detached from the rest of the pentateuchal story. Consider,
for example, the brief tale that appears only a few verses after the

" Francis E. Peters, Children of Abraham: Judaism, Christianity, Islam (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1982), ix.

* Karl-Josef Kuschel, Abraham: Sign of Hope for Jews, Christians and Muslims (New
York: Continuum, 1995), 204.

* Ibid., 204-5.
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future patriarch is introduced to us. Famine forces Abram and his
wife Sarai* into Egypt, where a combination of their defenselessness,
her beauty, and probably the Egyptians’ reputed licentiousness as
well® leads him to make an extraordinary request of Sarai. She is
to claim that she is actually his sister, lest the Egyptians “kill me
and let you live.”® Fortunately, the ruse works, Abram survives, and,
in fact, grows immensely wealthy. Moreover, “the Lorp afflicted
Pharaoh and his household with mighty plagues on account of Sarai,
the wife of Abram,” and the Egyptian king “sent him off with his
wife and all that he possessed.””

In recent decades, it has become common to treat this little nar-
rative as a self-contained unit, related, to be sure, to the suspiciously
similar wife-sister stories in Gen 20 and 26:6-11 but not to the rest
of the pentateuchal narrative in which it appears. Ephraim A. Speiser,
for example, thought the narrative attested to a Hurrian institution
in which “the bonds of marriage were strongest and most solemn
when the wife had simultaneously the judicial status of a sister,
regardless of actual blood ties.”® Hence, the key point is that “the
narrators themselves were no longer aware of the full import of their
subject matter,” thus proving its vestigial and therefore historical
character.” Whereas Speiser approaches the text as a historian, unin-
terested in narrative design, Burton L. Visotzky approaches it as a
moralist, finding the future patriarch’s behavior here a revolting par-
adigm of moral squalor. Abram was, he suggests at one point, guilty
of nothing less than “pimping his wife.”'’

* Their names are not changed to “Abraham” and “Sarah” until Gen 17.

> E.g., see Lev 18:3, which serves as part of an introduction to a set of laws of
sexual behavior.

% Gen 12:12. Unless otherwise noted, all translations from the Tanakh are taken
from Tanakh: The Holy Scriptures: The New JPS Translation according to the Traditional
Hebrew Text (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 5746/1985); abbreviated NJPS.

7 Gen 12:17, 20.

8 Ephraim A. Speiser, Genesis (AB 1; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1964), 92.
The inadequacy of Speiser’s theory is now broadly recognized. See Barry L. Eichler,
“On Reading Genesis 12:10-20,” in Tehillah le-Moshe: Biblical and Judaic Studies in
Honor of Moshe Greenberg (ed. M. Cogan et al.; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns,
1997), 25-26.

? Speiser, Genesis, 91.

1 Burton L. Visotzky, The Genesis of Ethics (New York: Crown, 1996), 27. Later
in the same chapter, Visotzky softens the judgment, asking how Abram and Sarai
“come to behave in such a morally ambiguous way” (35), but still not questioning
the appropriateness of approaching the story as a morality tale. A weakness of
Visotzky’s reading is his understanding of 7712p2 7 2™ 1015 in Gen 12:13 as “T’ll
turn a profit on it” (25). The rendering of the NJPS, “that it may go well with
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As different as the historian and the moralist are, they share an
instinctive proclivity to treat our tale as if it were independent of
the larger pentateuchal story in which it appears. In Visotzky’s case,
the result is to interpret Abram and Sarai as realistically as figures
in a contemporary—and grossly dysfunctional—American family. The
most obvious objection to this is that it is unproductive to judge an
ancient culture according to modern norms: this exercise 1s too easy,
or, to be more precise, too easy on us, for it enables moderns to
win hands down.'"' It condemns the ancient voices to speaking out
of context, thus rendering them absurd. But an objection of another
sort 1s more germane to our topic. This one questions whether it is
appropriate to treat the figures in a foundational text (like the Torah
even before it took its place in a scriptural canon) as if they are
realistic characters with a psychological make-up of the sort we might
encounter in a contemporary novel, soap opera, or therapy group.
On this, as on so many matters biblical, no one has stated the point
better than the honoree of this volume, James L. Kugel. Consider
this observation about Gen 37-50:

I have shuddered to hear it said that Joseph is “one of the most believ-
able figures in Western literature,” and not just because such a state-
ment puts the Bible on the wrong bookshelf. At such a remark one
wants to object—on the model of the vaudevillian’s “Who was that
lady I seen you with last night?” “That was no lady, that was my
wife”—one wants to say that Joseph is no character at all, but some-
one far more intimately ours. That initial literary act, “Come gather
round and let me spin a tale,” is not quite the starting-point of even
this most tale-like part of the Pentateuch. Its premise—“Let me tell
you what happened to Joseph-your-ancestor, let me tell you how things
came to be as you know them actually to be”—is significantly different.
Not to speak of “Let me tell you how God has saved us,” “Let me
tell you God’s teachings.”"?

me,” is preferable and keeps open, as Visotzky’s does not, the possibility that this
clause is exegeted by, or is otherwise synonymous with, the following one, “that I
may remain alive thanks to you.”

"' This sort of treatment also requires us to disregard key factors in the text that
do not lend themselves to family relations as known in our quotidian experience,
especially the fact that Abram acts i extremis, to preserve his life in a famine and
in a land known for its sexual debauchery. Those who think the future patriarch
should have told the truth need to explain how Sarai would have been better off
with him dead and herself absorbed indefinitely into the Pharaoh’s harem. For an
argument that Abram’s motivation is benign and in Sarai’s interest, see Eichler,
“On Reading,” 33-38.

12 James L. Kugel, “On the Bible and Literary Criticism,” Prooffexts 1 (1981):
217-36, here 219. For a confessional and Christian formulation of a similar point,
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It has been long recognized that in the case at hand, Gen 12:10-20,
Abram and Sarai’s experience foreshadows that of their descendants
in the first half of the ensuing book."” For the famine forces the
Israelites, too, to go down to Egypt,' and against them, too, a decree
goes forth that threatens the males but not the females:

The king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew midwives . . . saying, “When
you deliver the Hebrew women, look at the birthstool: if it is a boy,
kill him; if it is a girl, let her live.” (Exod 1:15-16)

But, though it tarries, deliverance comes when the Lorp strikes the
offending Egyptians with plagues,” and, what is more, sends the cou-
ple off'® with great wealth.'"” These connections are only a few of
the many that traditional Jewish interpreters have long made but
modern criticism tends to miss. The typological function of Abram
to which they eloquently attest indicates that something vital is lost
when we detach his story from the larger narrative and treat it as
just another witness to the reconstructed customs of the time (Speiser)
or as an example of how not to behave (Visotzky). Both the histo-
rian and the moralist have their place, to be sure, but “the original
Abraham traditions in the book of Genesis,” on which they con-
centrate and which Kuschel sees as normative, are quite incomplete.
Minimally, these traditions require the ensuing narrative of the
Pentateuch (or Hexateuch, since the promise of land to Abraham
comes to fulfillment only with the conquest under Joshua). Maximally,
if they are to serve as Scripture, they require a bridge to the com-
munity that sees itself as Abrahamic and, therefore, believes that the
promises to the patriarch (whatever his personal virtues and flaws)
have been made to them as well. Or, to put it differently (and to
adapt Kugel’s words about Joseph), the maximalist will see in the

see Christopher R. Seitz, “Reader Competence and the Offense of Biblical Language,”
in Word Without End: The Old Testament as Abiding Theological Witness (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1998), 292-99, esp. 299: “The chief task before the church is not to
sanitize and correct the Bible from the outside, but rather to learn again from the
inside the connected universe of the Bible’s presentation; to learn to become com-
petent readers again of a scripture whose intention is not only to include, but to
address and judge and cleanse and save.”

5 E.g., Tanh. Lek-leka 12 (Buber ed.). For a causal connection between the two
events, see Ramban (Nachmanides) on Gen 12:10.

" Gen 42:1; 43:1; 46:5-7.

P Cf »IM in Gen 12:17 and 31 in Exod 11:1.

16 Cf. the use of 70 in Gen 12:20 and Exod 4:21.

7 Cf. Gen 12:16, 20 and Exod 3:21-22; 11:2; 12:35-36.
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protagonist of these stories Abraham-our-father and not just evidence
for some long-vanished religion or a figure in a work of fiction. The
minimal requirement, it must be stressed, i1s not a postulate of reli-
gious identity. It applies even to secular interpreters devoted to under-
standing the work (whether the completed Pentateuch/Hexateuch or
one of the preexistent sources within it) in its literary integrity. The
maximal requirement is a somewhat (but not entirely) different mat-
ter: it subsumes the minimal but also appropriates the text in ques-
tion as part of a scriptural canon sacred to a particular community
of interpretation defined by normative practice and belief.

II

The inseparability of the story of Abraham from the ensuing pen-
tateuchal narrative, which we have been at pains to demonstrate,
renders the discontinuity in religious practice between the two all
the more striking. Here I refer to a fact that Walter Moberly, in his
insightful (and provocatively titled) volume, The Old Testament of the
Old Testament, describes in these words:

We have argued also that the Pentateuch more or less consistently por-
trays patriarchal religion as distinct from Mosaic Yahwism. Yet we have
noted that the biblical text takes for granted that the God of the patri-
archs is one and the same as yawn the God of Israel, so much so
that the patriarchal story is told with frequent use of the name vyEwWH.'

A few examples should suffice to communicate the many differences
between “patriarchal religion” and “Mosaic Yahwism.” Whereas most
pentateuchal law demands centralization of sacrifice in a simple locus
or simply assumes it,'” Abraham builds altars in various locales and
does so without a hint of condemnation anywhere in the Hebrew
Bible.”” Whereas Deuteronomic law strictly forbids the use of a sacred
pole or tree (TWR) in worship, demanding, in fact, that such be
smashed,?’ Abraham, Genesis tells us, “planted a tamarisk at Beer-
sheba, and invoked there”—obviously as the Aueros logos of the dedication

' R. W. L. Moberly, The Old Testament of the Old Testament: Pairiarchal Narratives
and Mosaic Yahwism (OBT; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 105.

" E.g., Deut 12:1-28; Lev 17:1-7.

20 Gen 12:8; 13:18.

2 E.g., Exod 34:13-14; Deut 7:5; 12:3; 16:21.
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of a shrine—*the name of the Lorp, the Everlasting God.”* Again,
he meets no condemnation, explicit or implicit, from this or any
other biblical narrator.”” So much for his doing what later sources
would see as flagrant sins of commission, but what about his sins of
omission, according, that is, to the standards of “Mosaic Yahwism”?
Is it not curious, for example, that a religion that insists upon obser-
vance of the Sabbath as a fundamental norm?*—indeed, one that con-
stitutes an essential aspect of membership in the community and whose
violation entails capital punishment®—should claim as its father and
founder a man to whom the Sabbath had never been revealed? A
similar observation holds for the dietary laws. These, according to
both Leviticus and Deuteronomy, follow from the Lorp’s having set
Israel apart as a consecrated people,” yet there is no evidence that
the man who first set himself apart to follow the Lorp’s call and to
beget that people ever knew or observed these community-marking
norms. Once again we confront the founding father failing to observe
the norms of the community he is thought to have begotten.

There is a simple explanation for these oddities—one that the
altar law of Deuteronomy itself suggests, albeit indirectly:

You shall not act at all as we now act here [the speaking voice is that
of Moses, in Transjordan]|, every man as he pleases, because you have
not yet come to the allotted haven that the Lorp your God is giving
you. (Deut 12:8-9)

The norms, in other words, are not presented as timeless absolutes.
Rather, they are embedded in the foundational story. Viewed thus,
they apply only to the present order of things, not to its prehistory.
The previous order was legitimate in its own time, to be sure, but
has now been superseded.”’” One is tempted to go further and to
propose that the patriarchs were permitted things prohibited under

# Gen 21:33.

# The omission is all the more glaring in light of the midrashic eflorts to inter-
pret the word here translated as “tamarisk” as representing an orchard, an inn for
wayfarers, or even a rabbinic court—anything but a tree (c.g., Gen. Rab. 54:6).

* E.g., Exod 20:8-11; 23:12; 31:12-17; 35:1-3; Lev 23:3; Deut 5:12-15.

% Tsa 56:6-7; Exod 31:14; Num 15:32-36.

% Lev 20:22-26; Deut 14:1-2.

% Traditionally, critical scholars have seen this principle as exemplified and ren-
dered explicit in the notion that the patriarchs knew the Deity not by the
Tetragrammaton, but by other names—o"17% in the case of E (Exod 3:13-15) and
"W 9N in the case of P (Exod 6:2-6).
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“Mosaic Yahwism” precisely because they had the spiritual and moral
strength—or the direct contact with God—to remain obedient and
faithful withal, and not to be seduced into the idolatry that Deutero-
nomy, in its reformist zeal, reckons inseparable from the practices it
proscribes. Whatever its homiletical value, however, this latter pro-
posal faces formidable obstacles, not the least of which is the absence
of any hint in Genesis that the forms of worship in which the patri-
archs engage pose a danger to anyone. And are we to believe that
any of the sources of Genesis held that Israclites at an exceptionally
high spiritual and moral level were exempt from and could not
benefit from the Sabbath and kindred institutions? (On this last point,
the judgment that the patriarchs lived at an elevated spiritual and
moral level—though it is, as we shall see, of venerable antiquity—
is hardly the univocal plain sense of Genesis).

The inconsistency of the patriarchal narratives with Mosaic reli-
gion is a challenge to those interpreters, secular and religious alike,
who assume the semantic integrity of the text (whatever its compo-
sitional history). To historians of the religion of Israel, on the other
hand, it is a godsend, for it provides—or to them often seems to
provide—a means to separate the historical periods that the Pentateuch
itself conflates and thus to recover the history that redaction has
concealed. This is true both of those who see the depiction of patri-
archal religion in Genesis (especially in the Priestly source) as deriving
from a late and thoroughly artificial schema, and of those who detect
within it the vestiges of pre-Yahwistic religion, whether Mesopotamian
or Canaanite. To these classic diachronic arguments, succinctly sum-
marized by Moberly,” we must now add the sociological approach
of Rainer Albertz in his recent History of Israclite Religion in the Old
Testament Period. For Albertz, “ ‘patriarchal religion’ is to be defined
not as a preliminary stage but as a substratum of [yHwWH] religion,”
a stratum that evidences “family religion” in contradistinction to the
state religion fostered by the monarchy and its centralized royal cul-
tus.? Whatever its strengths or limitations, Albertz’s approach does
make Moberly’s “Patriarchal religion” and “Mosaic Yahwism” con-
temporaneous, unlike the classic historical-critical approach. But it,

% See the helpful discussion and categorization in Old Testament, 107-25.

% Rainer Albertz, A History of Israelite Religion in the Old Testament Period (2 vols.;
OTL; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1994), 1:29. See the general discussion
on 23-39.
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too, no less than they, challenges the integrity of the text, arguing
that what the literature has woven together is better understood as
separate components belonging, to be sure, not to different periods
but to different social sectors.” In all these cases, the operative rule
is this: what tradition has joined together, let every historian put
asunder.

One effect of this reversal of tradition and its corollary undoing
of redaction is to call into doubt a point that the historians are oddly
inclined to accept unreflectively—the identification of the God of
Mosaic Yahwism with the God of patriarchal religion.”’ That the
biblical sources make that identification is beyond doubt, but why
should hardheaded historians defer to the sources on this one point
or allow themselves to believe that the same divine name necessar-
ily denotes the same deity? Surely when the stories about the Deity
are quite different, it takes a suspension of disbelief—indeed, an act
of faith—to affirm that the divine agent rendered therein remains
one and the same.”

I can illustrate with an astute observation made in the middle of
the last century by Yehezkel Kaufmann in his monumental Hustory
of Israelite Religion, an observation that, like the book itself, has been
under-noticed ever since. The patriarchs, he points out, are not pre-
sented as practicing a different religion from the peoples they encounter:
“Between Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau, there is no religious
difference. It is not said that Ishmael and Esau worshiped false gods.
That gulf between Israel, the people of yawn, and the nations, wor-
shipers of false gods, which we have found in all of the rest of the
books of the Torah, still does not exist.”** The Assyriologist H. W. F.
Saggs, though without reference to Kaufmann and with regrettable
caricature and a deficit of subtlety, makes a similar point:

% On this, see Jon D. Levenson, The Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, and Historical
Criticism: Jews and Christians in Biblical Studies (Louisville: Westminster John Knox,
1993), esp. 29-30. Here it 1s helpful to remember the etymological source of “text”
lies in the Latin, fexo, “to weave.” Responsible historical investigation perforce
unweaves the text that redaction has produced.

31 See Moberly, Old Testament, 112.

% Exod 3:13-15 (E); 6:2-6 (P).

% See Michael Goldberg, “God, Action, and Narrative: Which Narrative, Which
Action, Which God?” JR 68 (1988): 39-56, esp. 51-56.

% Yehezkel Kaufmann, History of Israelite Religion (8 vols.; Jerusalem: Bialik Institute,
5736/1966), 1:209 [Hebrew] (my translation). This is the tenth printing of a multi-
volume work published 1937-1956.
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In tradition, therefore, the God of the Patriarchs had quite different
qualities from those of the original Mosaic God [yHWH]; a tincture of
universalism as against ethnic exclusiveness; mercy and tolerance against
intolerance and vindictiveness; a calm prosecution of a predetermined
plan as against aggressive self-assertion and ad hoc reaction.®

This then allows Saggs—clearly no admirer of Mosaic Yahwism—
to venture the value judgment that “it is at least a theoretical pos-
sibility that the concept of deity attributed to the Mosaic period was
a retrogression from that of the Patriarchs.” In support of his posi-
tion, Saggs turns to the Bible itself, observing that “it is nowhere
claimed in the Old Testament that the Mosaic revelation was an
advance over the patriarchal concept of deity.”® This is true, of
course, but only because neither the idea of “advance” nor that of
a “concept of deity” is native to Israelite culture. Rather, these notions
are the products of an Enlightenment schema quite alien to the
books from which Saggs seecks support (as is the notion of a polar-
ity of universalism and particularism on which he relies).”” Furthermore,
Saggs’s Old Testament (to use his term, a more theologically freighted
one than he seems to realize) does offer passages that affirm the
superiority of Mosaic over all other forms of prophecy.”® And, as we
have seen, it embeds the patriarchs intentionally in a narrative that
foreshadows the exodus and conquest, of which Abraham, not coin-
cidentally, happens to be the first to learn.”” But, most fundamen-
tally, if the Old Testament is to be our guide, we cannot sever the
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob from the God of Moses in the
least. For however different the “concept of deity” of the varying
corpora may be, and whatever valid /istorical conclusions may be
consequently drawn, the biblical affirmation (for it is too self-con-
scious to be a mere presupposition) is that these are one and the
same God. This issue, as Moberly points out,* is theological, and the
history of religion is powerless to resolve it.

If we examine Kaufmann’s and Saggs’s observations with the theol-
ogy of the redacted Pentateuch (and even of its major documentary

® H. W. F. Saggs, The Encounter with the Divine in Mesopotamia and Israel (Jordan
Lectures in Comparative Religion 12; London: Athlone, 1978), 38.

% TIbid., 36-37.

%7 See Jon D. Levenson, “The Universal Horizon of Biblical Particularism,” in
Ethmicity and the Bible (ed. M. G. Brett; BIS 19; Leiden: Brill, 1996), 143-69.

% Num 12:6-8; Deut 34:10-12.

¥ Gen 15:13-16.

" Moberly, Old Testament, 112.
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sources) as our guide, our attention will perforce be drawn to con-
textual differences between the patriarchal narrative and the ensu-
ing literature that we might otherwise miss. Kaufmann is correct
that the difference between proto-Israel and everyone else is not the
difference between worshipers of the true God and idolaters.
Throughout Genesis, the unarticulated assumption is that primordial
humankind was monotheistic, even if they did have a plurality of
names for the universally recognized Deity.*! Thus can Abram accept
the blessing of Melchizedek, priest-king of Salem, in the name of
77oY 98 (conventionally rendered “God Most High,” or the like),
and even identify the latter with yawn.** Thus can the Philistine
king, Abimelech, communicate in a dream vision with 27198 (“God”),
the same term Abraham then uses in their contentious exchange
afterwards.” Similarly, the “Hittites” (probably a Canaanite group
with no connection to the Anatolian people of the same name in
English) with whom Abraham bargains for a grave for Sarah refer
to him as “the elect of God (@T98) among us.”** And, to give one
last example, when Joseph tells Pharaoh that the repetition of the
latter’s dreams means that “God (@7198) has told Pharaoh what He
is about to do,” the Egyptian king responds with deep appreciation
and in kind: “Since God (@78) has made all this known to you,
there is none so discerning and wise as you.”* The contrast with
the Pharaoh of the exodus could not be sharper.*

Despite the differences—and ungrudgingly recognizing their import
for reconstructing the history of the religion of Israel—I submit that
Genesis offers less evidence for the difference between the patriar-
chal and the Mosaic God than first seems the case. Note that all
the outsiders mentioned above express recognition of “God” (@717N):
none of them speaks of yHwr’s archrival Baal; none belittles the
patriarchs’ invocation of YHWH; none attempts to make them or
members of their households defect to any foreign deity or worship;
and none opposes their dwelling in Canaan and acquiring land there.
When the Pharaoh of the exodus, by contrast, disparages YawH and
contemptuously refuses to allow Israel to depart for the promised

The one exception is 35:2-4, usually ascribed to E.
# Gen 14:19-20, 22.

" Gen 20.

* Gen 23:6.

® Gen 41:25, 39.

% E.g., Exod 5:1-5.
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land,” the result is all that putative “ethnic exclusivism,” “intoler-
ance and vindictiveness,” and “aggressive self-assertion” on the part
of the Mosaic God that Saggs finds so distasteful and so contrary
to the tolerant universalism of the God of the patriarchs. But why
should we assume that in the same situation the God of Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph would have responded differently? It is one
thing to advance the arguable historical claim that Genesis evidences
a period when the great conflict of yawn and the gods of Canaan
had not yet begun (or, alternatively, lay in the past). It is an alto-
gether different matter—and far more problematic—to claim that
the God of the patriarchs, as He s presented in Genesis, would have
never come into conflict with the gods of Canaan, or with a Pharaoh
addicted to self-deification and magic and contemptuous of Israel’s
God and their special and unparalleled status in His providential
plan. The idea that there is a natural and hence universally avail-
able knowledge of God is widespread in the Hebrew Bible and
attested even in its supposedly most particularistic sources.” That
humankind availed itself of this primarily in the primordial, semi-
mythical past, but has generally (but not universally) failed to do so
since, hardly indicates that God has changed His character. Indeed,
to argue the opposite—that the patriarchal and Mosaic/prophetic
God were different—raises the formidable question of why the sources
themselves did not detect so large a difference.

III

The continuity of the God of Abraham with the God of Mosaic reli-
gion, and of the patriarchal narratives with the subsequent penta-
teuchal story, puts into high relief the outstanding difference between
the two blocks of material. Here we must revert to Kaufmann’s
observation that “between Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau, there
is no religious difference.” Kaufmann is at pains to point out that
the promises to the patriarchs include a number of defining aspects
of Israel as it is to emerge in the ensuing generations—“numerous
progeny, the inheritance of land and kingship”—but, he adds, “the

7 Exod 5:1-5.
% See Levenson, “Universal Horizon,” 145-51; James Barr, Biblical Faith and
Natural Theology (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).
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Torah of yawH is not mentioned.”* Rather, the difference between
Isaac and his older half-brother Ishmael, or between Jacob and his
older twin brother Esau, has to do with the establishment of a favored
lineage and the acquisition of the rights of the firstborn through
divine grace and its manifestation on the human level, parental
favoritism. It is not a matter of religious practice.” If the great con-
testation between yHwWH and the gods of Canaan is not foreshad-
owed in Genests, neither 1s Israel’s receipt of law and commandments
in the wilderness—the very gravamen of the other four books of the
Pentateuch. Or, to put it in a more rabbinic idiom, Genesis gives
no hint that the descendants of Isaac and Jacob (but not those of
Ishmael or Esau) will stand at Sinai to receive the Torah.

In the mode of constructive Christian theology, Moberly propounds
a fascinating analogy by which to understand this critical difference
between patriarchal religion and Mosaic Yahwism.”' Patriarchal reli-
gion 1s to Mosaic Yahwism, he suggests, as Judaism is to Christianity—
from the standpoint, that is, of Christians who struggle to relate
positively, even reverently, to an understanding of religious life and
community very different from their own. At the heart of Moberly’s
proposal lies the ancient Christian notion of dispensation. 'Thus, unlike
most other Christians who are respectful of Judaism and interested
in it, he upholds the idea of supersession’ and argues that “the lan-
guage of Old/New Testament is essential.”

It is as necessary for the Christian that the faith centered on Jesus in
some ways supersedes the religion of the Old Testament as it was for
the adherents of Mosaic Yahwism that their faith in some ways super-
seded patriarchal religion. As we have seen, each time a sense of a
new beginning introduces a new dispensation. In their new dispensation,
the assumptions and structure of the resultant religion have a consistent
logic and identity of their own. Although each time there is a deep
sense of continuity with what went before, there is nonetheless a major
change of ethos and of religious practice. The new religions, respec-
tively centered on Christ and Torah, have normative status for their
adherents and relativize the significance of the former dispensation.”

¥ Kaufmann, History, 1:209.

» This is not to deny that cultural and typological factors play a role, e.g., the
preference for shepherds over hunters and semi-nomads.

1 Moberly, Old Testament, 147-75.

2 Note his characterization of “supersessionism” as an “unanalyzed bogey word”
in Old Testament, 162.

» Moberly, Old Testament, 161. See also Seitz, “Old Testament or Hebrew Bible?”
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But unlike most Christians unembarrassed by the theology that Christ
supersedes Torah, Moberly is exceedingly eager to spare it the dispar-
agement that Christian supersessionism has traditionally generated:

... the force of our analogy is that the Christian should no more den-
igrate the Torah-centered religion of the Old Testament, or the Judaism
that grows out of it and stands in basic continuity with it, than the
Torah-centered religion (i.e., Mosaic Yahwism) itself denigrated patri-
archal religion. Mosaic Yahwism respected and preserved the distinc-
tiveness of patriarchal religion, saw it as the foundation for its own
existence, and reorganized the continuing validity of God’s dealings
with the patriarchs. In a similar way, therefore, the Christian should
respect and recognize both the content of Mosaic Yahwism as its own
antecedent of continuing validity and also the religious system of Judaism
that in its own different way develops from it.”*

Moberly’s last sentence is, however, as problematic as it is creative.
For if “Christ” has superseded “Torah,” “introduc[ing] a new dis-
pensation,” why should Christians think their “own antecedent” has
“continuing validity?” And, all the more, if the way in which post-
biblical Judaism developed from their common antecedent is indeed
different from the cause the Church took, why should Christians
deem Judaism valid at all? The logic of dispensation and superses-
sion indeed argue for reverence for the old order in its own time
but also and equally for its obsolescence and ineffectiveness once the
new has dawned. The latter conviction need not lead to the “den-
igration” that Moberly opposes (though among Christians it usually
has), but the rejection of denigration is far from the affirmation of
“continuing validity” that Moberly endorses. Thus, the apostle Paul
can affirm both that “the law is holy, and the commandment is holy
and righteous and good™* and that

in Word Without End, 61-74. 1 take the point in both cases to be that “Old Testament”
is a term constituted by a Christian confessional claim, and the attempt to assim-
ilate the books to which it refers to Christianity without deference to the claim can-
not work. The point is not that the term is neutral and without any implied judgment
on Judaism. I have attempted to clarify in what sense the term is appropriate and
in what sense it is not in Levenson, Hebrew Bible, esp. 1-32.

** Moberly, Old Testament, 163—64.

» Ibid., 161.

% Rom 7:12. Unless otherwise noted, all New Testament quotations are taken
from the New American Bible. The edition I have used is The Catholic Study Bible
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990).
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the law was our disciplinarian (roudaywyég) for Christ (eig Xpiotov), that
we might be justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no
longer under a disciplinarian. For through faith you are all children
of God in Christ Jesus. . .. And if you belong to Christ, then you are
Abraham’s descendants, heirs according to the promise. (Gal 3:24-29)

However one interprets the much-discussed phrase motdoywyog eig
Xpiotdv,” it seems clear that, in Hans Dieter Betz’s words, “for the
Christian this period of the Torah is a matter of the past. The Torah
represents the negative backdrop, without which the positive divine
redemption would never have come”®—which keeps it “holy and
righteous and good,” to be sure, but also utterly without “continu-
ing validity” in its own right in the new order.

I have here no wish to deny that Christian theologians can plau-
sibly and authentically affirm the continuing validity of Judaism, as
many, in fact, have.” Rather, my point is that the dispensationalist
theology on which Moberly grounds his proposal for so doing falls
seriously short of the goal. Moberly seems to sense this when he
writes that, “[f]irst and foremost [among the weaknesses of the anal-
ogy]| is the fact that patriarchal religion has no known continuation
other than Mosaic Yahwism, but Mosaic Yahwism led to both Judaism
and Christianity,” so that “[t]here is therefore no biblical parallel to
the phenomenon of Judaism and Christianity as rival claimants to
a common tradition”® (of course, if by “biblical” he means to refer
to the Christian canon, there is more than a parallel; the New
Testament is keenly aware of the Jewish claim and, in the main,
eminently eager to refute it). For Moberly’s analogy to have adequate
force, there would need to have been a group of practitioners of
patriarchal religion contemporaneous with Mosaic Yahwists and deeply
respected by them on religious grounds.

To imagine how the Mosaic Yahwists would have reacted to the
survival and vitality of patriarchal religion might make for an inter-
esting thought experiment. Such an experiment would be handicapped,

" See Hans Dieter Betz, Galatians (Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979),
177-78.

%% Thid., 178.

» See, e.g., Paul van Buren, A4 Theology of the Fewish Christian Reality (New York:
Seabury, 1980—-1983); Clemens Thoma, Die theologischen Beziehungen zwischen Chiistentum und
Judentum (2nd ed.; Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1988); and Kendall
R. Soulen, The God of Israel and Christian Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996).

% Moberly, Old Testament, 166, 167.
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however, by more than its sheer speculativeness. For the two corpora—
the patriarchal narratives of Genesis and the accounts of Mosaic rev-
elation in the four successive books—differ in kind and not merely
in content. Genesis is, in fact, one of the least didactic books in the
Tanakh. When, in a highly atypical verse to which we shall turn our
attention anon, it reports that Abraham kept God’s “charge,” “com-
mandments,” “laws,” and “teachings,”®' we scratch our heads in won-
der about what those four categories of norms can possibly comprise.
The reason is simple. Whereas the Mosaic corpora purport to specify
how the “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” should organize
itself (with, of course, numerous lacunae and a dollop of idealization),
the specifics of patriarchal society and religion—even as an ideal—
can be reconstructed only by conjecture and (among the wise) with
great tentativeness. Abraham, we are told, has a slave.”” Does the
unnamed man have, as Sinaitic law requires, the right of emancipa-
tion after six years of service? Or has he declined and thus chosen
a lifetime of servitude, as the same law allows?®* To give another
scenario, does he belong under the category not of a kinsman who
has fallen into distress but of a foreigner to whom the Torah else-
where (in another documentary source) denies the right of manu-
mission altogether?® Or, finally, should we refrain altogether from
all these highly traditionalistic efforts to interpret Abraham in light
of putatively Mosaic law and substitute in its stead some corpus of
Mesopotamian law as the key to understanding the narrative? If so,
then here, too, the procedure will perforce be mostly one of guess-
work, and this is so precisely because of the nature of Genesis itself.

We can illuminate the difference between Genesis, on the one
hand, and the Mosaic legal and ritual corpora, on the other, by ref-
erence to an observation of Paul Veyne’s in his provocative and
instructive little volume, Did the Greeks Believe in Their Myths? The point
of the analogy, I hasten to say, is not to make any claim that the
substance of patriarchal narratives parallels Greek (or any other)
mythological material. Rather, I wish to suggest that the relationship

' Gen 26:5.

2 Exod 19:6.

% Gen 24. Despite the unnamed man’s high status in Abraham’s household, it
is less likely that he is only a hired “servant,” contrary to a longstanding transla-
tion tradition.

o Exod 21:1-6; Deut 15:12-18.

% Lev 25:44-46.
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of these two diverse sets of materials to quotidian life in their respec-
tive societies exhibits some helpful resemblances. Writes Veyne:

These legendary worlds [of popular medieval Christian hagiographies]
were accepted as true in the sense that they were not doubted, but
they were not accepted the way that everyday reality is. For the faithful,
the lives of the martyrs were filled with marvels situated in an ageless
past, defined only in that it was earlier, outside of, and different from
the present. It was the ‘time of the pagans.” The same was true of the
Greek myths. They took place ‘earlier,” during the heroic generations,
when the gods still took part in human affairs. Mythological space and
time were secretly different from our own. A Greek put the gods ‘in
heaven’ but he would have been astounded to see them in the sky.®

The Abraham of Genesis, too (whatever his historical reality or lack
thereof), lived in a time “defined only in that it was earlier, outside
of, and different from the present,” when [God] still took [a much
more direct and identifiable] part in human affairs.” Indeed, as we
have seen, it strains the imagination and violates the plain sense of
the text to imagine him, or people living like him, as contemporary
with groups attempting to live under pentateuchal law in one form
or another and comparable to them. The two live not only in different
times, but in different realities as well. And that is why, a fortiors, all
the efforts to absorb Abraham into one of the Abrahamic religions
as well—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam alike—seem so awkward.

v

Yet, however awkward they may be, efforts to refashion Abraham
in the image of the religions that claim him have been the norm,
and not the exception. Thus has the first patriarch of Genesis become
a Torah-observant Jew before Moses, a man of Christian faith before
Jesus, and a Muslim prophet before Muhammad.”” And, in fact,
these transformations are, to a large degree, inevitable. Since, as is
well-known, practice influences thought (some would say practice
determines thought), those whose practice centers on Torah, Gospel,
or Islam (even in the restricted sense of submission to God) do not
sit lightly with the idea that their revered patriarch lived a very
different life from the one to which they aspire.

% Paul Veyne, Did the Greeks Believe in their Myths? (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1988), 17-18.
5 See Kuschel, Abraham, 1-169.
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In the Hebrew Bible, the refashioning of Abraham in the direc-
tion of the observance of pentateuchal law, characteristic of much
Jewish tradition, is still scant. Rather, in the biblical documents his
significance and that of the other patriarchs lies in relation to two
other points. The first i3 that God has promised the land of Canaan
to their descendants. The second, closely connected to the first, is
that this unconditional commitment tempers and even overrides the
strict conditionality of Sinai, guaranteeing that the promise would
be fulfilled even in the face of Israel’s most heinous sins.®® In the
Hebrew Bible apart from Genesis, in other words, Abraham appears
as the recipient of a revelation. The particularities of the man’s life—
even his momentous willingness to sacrifice his beloved son®—attract
no attention whatsoever. The same holds for his routine religious
practices or lack thereof. The revelations Abraham received, the
irrevocable land grant they include, and the eternal covenant God
makes with him (and with his progeny through Isaac and Jacob for-
ever) stand free of the particulars of patriarchal religion that rightly
preoccupy modern historians.

Genesis displays, nonetheless, a few harbingers of the refashion-
ing to come. Abraham does receive, after all, one enduring com-
mandment—circumcision. The phrasing in which this detailed law
is given in Gen 17:10—14 (universally ascribed to P, the Priestly
source) suggests that it may once have been independent of its cur-
rent placement. Note, for example, that the second person verbs are
plural. In any event, that the authorization of a rite of such impor-
tance should have come to Abraham and not to Moses—or, to be
more precise, to Abraham before Moses”*—is surely revealing. The
standard view among historians is that circumcision became a com-
munity-defining rite and the “sign of the covenant”' only in the
exile, when the Jews needed to reinforce their differentness from
their (uncircumcised) Mesopotamian captors.”” Even if this be so,
however, it does not explain why it is Abraham who first receives
the mitzvah. If the objective of the rite had been to differentiate Jew
from non-Jew, would the law not have been better announced from
Sinai? Or, if a patriarchal antecedent had been necessary, would not

% E.g., Exod 32:13-14; Lev 26:39-42; Isa 41:8-14; 51:1-3; Neh 9:7-8.

% Gen 22:1-19.

7 Note that Exod 12:48 and Lev 12:3 speak as if the norm is already known.
' Gen 17:11.

2 See, c.g., Claus Westermann, Genesis 12-36 (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1985), 265.
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Jacob (all of whose offspring fall within the covenant) have been a
more fitting recipient of the new imperative? Part of the answer lies
in P’s desire to endow circumcision with what Mircea Eliade termed
“the prestige of origins.””* Just as the same document retrojects the
Sabbath onto creation itself, where God rests before any human
beings do,”* so does it place the commandment of circumcision ahead
of Sinai, investing it with special significance. Note that in the process,
P has made Abraham a little less foreign to Moberly’s “Mosaic
Yahwism.” He becomes, so to speak, “one of us,” bearing the national
marking even before the nation to whom it applies has emerged and
observing divine law even when there is almost none to observe.

A much more comprehensive statement occurs in YHWH’s oracle
to Isaac to reassure him that the promise made to his deceased father
will devolve to him as well:

I will make your descendants as numerous as the stars of heaven, and
give to your descendants all these lands, so that all the nations of the
carth shall bless themselves by your offspring—inasmuch as Abraham
obeyed Me and kept (Mw™) My charge ("M720n): My commandments
(mxn), My laws (Mpi), and My teachings (7). (Gen 26:4-5)

Verse 4 simply stitches together phrases from various texts spoken to
Abraham” to reinforce the central idea that they apply no less to
Isaac, his promised and beloved son. The first half of v. 5 is arguably
the only allusion to the agedah (the binding of Isaac) in the Hebrew
Bible outside of Gen 22 itself. It echoes the language of the second
angelic address to Abraham in that fateful chapter,” an address
whose objective is to ground the promises to Abraham in the latter’s
extraordinary obedience in the supreme test.”” What is not paralleled
in the Abrahamic narratives, however, is the statement that Abraham
“kept My charge: My commandments, My laws, and My teachings.”
Indeed, we are hard pressed to find parallels to this chain of no less
than four nouns all indicating (with whatever shades of meaning)
categories of observances. The closest analogy lies in Deut 11:1:

7 See Mircea Eliade, Mpyth and Reality (New York: Harper & Row, 1968), 21-38.

™ Gen 2:1-3.

7 Cf. Gen 15:5; 22:17; 12:7; 13:15; 12:3.

* Cf. Gen 22:18b.

77 See R. W. L. Moberly, “The Earliest Commentary on the Akedah,” 77T 38
(1988): 30223.
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Love, therefore, the Lorp your God, and always keep (77aw7) His
charge (WMnwn), His laws ("0pm), His rules ("02wnl), and His com-
mandments (V827).

In this chain of four items, three are in common with Gen 26:5b.7
It 1s hard to resist the common judgment that at least the words,
“My commandments, My laws, and My teachings,” in Gen 26:5 are,
if not “parenthetical,” as Bruce Vawter phrases it, then certainly
“one of those rare Deuteronomic expansions which have touched
Genesis at some state of its development.””

Our interest here lies not in the date at which the Deuteronomic
gloss entered the text, but in the understanding of Abraham that
the interpolation reflects. Truth to tell, modern commentators have
not been much interested in this issue, strongly preferring the Abraham
of the story over the man whose obedience (this lone gloss suggests)
was comprehensive and thoroughgoing. Arnold Ehrlich, who terms
the second half of Gen 26:5 “ein dusserst geschmackloser spéterer
Einsatz,”® expresses the common view, though with his own char-
acteristic acerbity. Behind the negative judgment lies the distaste for
later sources, redactors, and halakhah typical of much classical his-
torical criticism of the Hebrew Bible.?!

As is often the case, this distaste quite inverts the traditional rab-
binic priorities. The classic statement of the earlier position appears
in a homiletical peroration found at the end of the Mishnaic trac-
tate Quddushin. The immediate context is the superiority of Torah
over all the other occupations that a man might teach his son. In
the case of the others, if one becomes too sick or too old to ply his
trade, “look, he dies of hunger”:

But the Torah is not so. Rather, it protects him from all evil in his
youth and grants him a future and a hope in his old age. And thus
it says about Our Father Abraham (peace be unto him!): “Abraham

® Note that 070 in Gen 26:5b is unparalleled in Deut 11:1 and 2°080n in Deut
11:1 does not appear in Gen 26:5b. Leviticus 26:46, Deut 6:1, and Deut 7:11 all
have two expressions in common with Gen 26:5b.

7 Bruce Vawter, On Genesis (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1977), 291. That
WA N also appears in Deut 11:1 argues against Vawter’s effort to separate
it from the ensuing four nouns. It is hard to understand why Speiser (among others)
attributes the verse to J (Genesis, 198).

% Arnold B. Ehrlich, Randglossen zur Hebréiischen Bibel (7 vols.; Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs,
1908), 1:122.

8 On this, see Levenson, Hebrew Bible, esp. 1-61.
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was now old...and the Lorp had blessed Abraham in all things.”®
We thus find that Our Father Abraham practiced the whole Torah
in its entirety before it had been given, as it is said, “inasmuch as
Abraham obeyed Me and kept My charge: My commandments, My
laws, and My teachings.”® (m. Qidd. 4:14)

Two words are of special importance in holding this little midrash
together.”* The first and most basic, of course, is “old” (JP7). Abraham,
who happens to be the first man in the Bible to be described as
old,® seems to suffer none of the all too familiar degradations and
deprivations of age, but rather dies “at a good ripe age, old (Jp7)
and contented.”® The other Leitwort is “all” (72). If “the Lorp had
blessed Abraham in all things (73),” surely something so basic to the
life of the faithful Jew as Torah was not omitted.”” Indeed, one of
the gifts the Torah brings with it is “a future and a hope in [its
practitioner’s] old age (MP7).” This then draws in its train the notion
that Abraham must have observed the Torah, indeed “the whole
(73) Torah in its entirety (7193),” even—and this is the truly remark-
able part—"before it had been given.”

The result of this intricate weaving of midrashic ideas is to resolve
a number of outstanding oddities in the biblical narrative and to
bring them into conformity with the broad outlines of rabbinic the-
ology. First, the midrash builds upon the change in the interpreta-
tion of Abraham first made explicit in the second angelic address
after the agedah.® The singling out of Abraham for a special des-
tiny—and thus the chosenness of Israel through all the generations—
is no longer an act of pure grace, unrelated to the character and
accomplishments of the founding father. For just so it certainly seems
to be when the future patriarch first receives his summons and his
promises.” Were the theology to remain as it stood at that initial

8 Gen 24:1.

# Gen 26:5.

8 1 speak here only of the midrash in this particular wording. For a listing of
the passages in rabbinic literature in which full observance is predicated of Abraham,
see Saul Lieberman, Tosefla Ki-feshutah (10 vols.; New York: Jewish Theological
Seminary of America, 5733/1973), 8:986-87.

% Gen 18:12. But note that the previous verse describes both him and Sarah as
“old.”

% Gen 25:8.

% Note the midrash that interprets the same verse to mean that Abraham had
a daughter (Gen. Rab. 59:7).

8 Gen 22:15-18. See Moberly, “Akedah,” 302-23.

8 Gen 12:1-3.
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moment, then the God of the Jews could fairly be accused of arbi-
trariness.” For, as Dryden said of great wit and madness, grace and
arbitrariness are “near alli’d,/And thin partitions do their bounds
divide.”” The effect of Gen 26:5b is to underscore the justice of
God’s action, which, while remaining altogether gracious, constitutes
the condign response to Abraham’s extraordinary obedience. Thus,
a story that begins, so to speak, in a Lutheran mode—grace with-
out works—ends in a Catholic mode: grace operating conjointly with
works, works completing and validating the grace of God.

In the rabbinic mind, however, even the theology of the second
angelic address can seem deficient. For surely Abraham’s obedience
in the agedah, however great in its own right, must have been only
a token of a more encompassing and more reproducible pattern of
life-practice, one that his descendants, though vastly inferior to him,
could yet imitate in their far humbler circumstances. For the author-
redactor of Gen 26:5 (or perhaps only of 5b), that life-practice was
summarized in the chain of nouns with which the verse ends—“My
charge: My commandments, My laws, and My teachings.” But for
the rabbis, those nouns could be further epitomized by the expres-
sion “the whole Torah in its entirety.”

The notion of the maximally observant Abraham that we found
in the Mishnah is not without challenge in the Gemara. For after
the statement of no less revered a figure than Rav (early third cen-
tury c.E.) that “Abraham carried out the whole Torah,” we find a
challenge to him by Shimi bar Hiyya: “I can say [that Gen 26:5b
refers only to] the seven commandments,” i.e., the norms obligatory
on all human beings, Jewish and Gentile alike.” Another voice enters
the discussion to add the one enduring commandment that Abraham
personally receives, circumcision, but is then rebutted with the point
that this more minimal interpretation does not do justice to the words
“My commandments and My laws” in the verse being debated.”
Despite the impression that the minimalist view has been defeated,
these two understandings of Abraham’s observance have continued
to reverberate through Jewish tradition.”* The position I am terming

% This is the main concern of Gen. Rab. 55:1.

9 John Dryden, “Absalom and Achitophel,” lines 163-164.

9 Listed in b. Sanh. 56a.

9 b. Yoma 28b.

% On this, see Arthur Green, Devotion and Commandment: The Faith of Abraham in
the Hasidic Imagination (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1989), esp. 24-50.
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“minimalist” interprets Abraham’s observance strictly within the
confines of Genesis, culminating in the patriarch’s agonized willing-
ness to sacrifice his beloved son, upon whom his life—and the promise
of God—rested. This act betokened the patriarch’s disposition to
obey divine direction, though the content of the directives could not
yet be inferred from the narratives about him. The maximalist posi-
tion is evident in the Mishnah and in the statement of Rav (and
others) in the Gemara. Its biblical adumbration lies perhaps in the
laws of circumcision in Gen 17:10—14 and certainly in the string of
nouns that closes Gen 26:5b. It connects the obedience of Abraham
with the forms of Israclite and Jewish practice as they are known
from later sources.

The maximalist view is nicely set forth in Rashi’s exegesis of Gen
26:5 (late eleventh century, Northern France):

Inasmuch as Abraham obeyed Me
when I tested him.

And kept My charge:

The decrees for prevention of wrongdoing regarding the warnings
which are in the Torah, such as incest of second degree, and rab-
binical prohibitions regarding Sabbath observance.

My commandments,

Those matters which even if they were not written, would be worthy
of being taken as commandments, such as the prohibition on robbery
and bloodshed.

My laws,

Matters that the Evil Inclination seeks to refute, such as the prohibi-
tion on eating swine’s flesh and on the wearing of fabrics of mixed
wool and linen, for which there is no reason, but (they are simply)
the decree of the King and His law for His servants.

And My teachings.
This includes the Oral Torah, the laws (given) to Moses on Sinai.
(Rashi on Gen 26:5b)

Only Rashi’s first comment, which connects Gen 26:5a with 22:18b,
falls into the category of peshat, the immediate contextual sense of
the scriptural words. As for his glosses on the four nouns in Gen
26:5b, each case represents an effort to connect Abraham’s obser-
vance with one or another category of rabbinic law. “Charge” thus
refers to details of laws articulated by the rabbis themselves, unat-
tested in the plain sense of the Torah. “Commandments” denotes
universally applicable moral norms that the human intellect can intuit
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and respect quite without the assistance of special revelation. “Laws,”
by contrast, refers to norms without evident rational justification,
which human beings are, consequently, inclined to doubt and to dis-
obey. Finally, “teachings,” which is the plural of 77, includes, in
Rashi’s view, the Oral Torah, the deposit of rabbinic teaching that
the maximalist school of rabbinic thought considered to have been
revealed to Moses on Mount Sinai with all its details. The maxi-
malist view thus interprets Abraham as observing all categories of
Jewish law as the classical rabbinic tradition understood them—ratio-
nal and non-rational, moral and ritual, biblical and rabbinic.

Although the midrashic method by which Rashi and his Talmudic
predecessors derived their maximalist position is characteristically rab-
binic, its underlying view of Abraham’s observance long predates the
emergence of rabbinic Judaism. Here again the honoree of this vol-
ume has correctly identified the dynamic when he remarked that
“like many a modern-day homilist, the midrashist sometimes betrays
signs of having first thought of a solution and then having gone out
in search of the problem to which it might be applied.”® In the
case at hand, the solution is the longstanding tradition of Abraham’s
Torah-observance. The problem to which it is applied is the difference
in meaning of the last four nouns in Gen 26:5, words that in the
biblical idiom are synonymous or close to it, but in the technical
vocabulary of rabbinic theology carry distinct denotations.

Over two centuries before the promulgation of the Mishnah, with
its maximalist reading of those four nouns, the book of Jubilees had
already presented an Abraham who was expert in Mosaic law, but
without deriving the idea from Gen 26:5. Indeed, in the patriarch’s
farewell address to Isaac in Jubilees 21, he quotes liberally from the
last three books of the Pentateuch, urging the proper observance of
norms that apply—and in our version of the Pentateuch are first
revealed—only long after his death. But how did he acquire this know-
ledge of them? This the patriarch answers himself, explicitly: “Thus
I have found written in the book of my forefathers and in the words
of Enoch and in the words of Noah.”® Elsewhere, Fubilees speaks of
books handed down from father to son—Enoch to Methusaleh to

% James L. Kugel, “Two Introductions to Midrash,” in Midrash and Literature (ed.
G. H. Hartman and S. Budick; New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 77-103,
here 92.

% Fub. 21:10. Trans. O. S. Wintermute, OTP 2:95.
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Lamech to Noah—but also of Abraham’s supernatural acquisition
of Hebrew, “the tongue of creation,” thus enabling him to study his
own father’s long neglected books and the primordial law and lore
they presumably contained.” In the version of Fubilees, Abraham has
studied large parts of the Torah™ before it is revealed to Moses, and
long before its meaning was perverted by those Jfubilees regards as
misguided and noxious sectarians.

In the early part of the first century c.k., the Jewish philosopher
Philo of Alexandria also endorsed the maximalist view of Abraham’s
observance, but with a completely different view of how he and the
other patriarchs came to know norms that were not explicitly revealed
for several more generations:

[I]n these men we have laws endowed with life and reason, and Moses
extolled them for two reasons. First he wished to shew that the enacted
ordinances are not inconsistent with nature; and secondly that those
who wish to live in accordance with the laws as they stand have no
difficult task, seeing that the first generations before any at all of the
particular statutes was set in writing followed the unwritten law with
perfect ease, so that one might properly say that the enacted laws are
nothing else than memorials of the life of the ancients, preserving to
a later generation their actual words and deeds. For they were not
scholars or pupils of others, nor did they learn under teachers what
was right to say or do: they listened to no voice or instruction but
their own: they gladly accepted conformity with nature, holding that
nature itself was, as indeed it is, the most venerable of statutes, and
thus their whole life was one of happy obedience to law. (4dbr. 5—6)"

In Philo’s thinking, the patriarchs did not need the Torah; they were
themselves walking Torahs, &uyuyot kol Aoyikol vopor, “laws endowed
with life and reason.” They learned these laws not from books, as
in Jubilees, or from teachers orally transmitting an ancient corpus,
but from their own philosophically enlightened reading of “nature”
(pvo1g), the source of the universal “unwritten law.”'™ Thus, these
pre-Mosaic figures demonstrate the universal availability of the norms

7 Jub. 7:38; 12:25-27.

% But probably not all of it. On this, see Gary A. Anderson, “The Status of the
Torah before Sinai,” DSD 1 (1994): 1-29, esp. 22-23 n. 41.

% Colson, LCL.

1 Elsewhere, however, Philo does see Abraham as learning from a teacher and
thus inferior to Isaac, who, as Ellen Birnbaum puts it, “acquires his self-taught
knowledge from God.” See her book, The Place of Judaism in Philo’s Thought (BJS
290; Studia Philonica Monograph Series 2; Atlanta: Scholars, 1996), 56-57.
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set down in the Torah of Moses; the very existence of the patri-
archs exonerates the God of Israel of the weighty charge that, by
revealing His will to but one nation, He condemned the others to
walk in darkness.'”! Instead, the universal God has written His uni-
versal law into nature itself and demonstrated through the patriarchs
that those deprived of the Torah of Moses can live in felicitous con-
formity to it nonetheless. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob constitute walk-
ing proof of the ultimate oneness of creation and revelation.

In comparison with Jubilees and Philo, the rabbis who continued
the maximalist view of Abraham’s observance seem strikingly unin-
terested in the question of just how this pre-Sinaitic figure came to
know the Torah that he observed so comprehensively and so metic-
ulously.'” An exception is this comment in the name of Rabbi
Shimon bar Yochai, of the mid-second century c.E.:

No father taught him, nor did he have a master. From where did he
learn the Torah? Actually, the Holy One (blessed be He) appointed
his two kidneys to be like two masters, and these would gush forth
and teach him wisdom, as it is written, “I bless the LorDp who has
guided me; my kidneys admonish me at night.”'® (Gen. Rab. 61:1)

This is, to be sure, not quite the same as the notion that Abraham
could intuit the “enacted laws from nature alone,” but the Philonic
resonances are evident nonetheless.'” For Abraham learns the Torah
not from father, teacher, or book, or even from a personal event of
special revelation. He listens, as Philo had said about a century ear-
lier, “to no voice or instruction but [his] own”—except that his own
instruction here flows from God’s implanting within him the equiv-
alent of two rabbinic teachers.

Elsewhere in rabbinic literature, we find something closer to the
answer to our question that we saw in Jubilees. Abraham has per-
sonal access to an ancient tradition that becomes public at Sinai.

' See Hindy Najman, “The Law of Nature and the Authority of Mosaic Law,”
SPhilo 11 (1999): 55-73.

102 See the list of passages in Liecberman, Zosefla, 8:986-87.

%5 Ps 16:7. I have rendered the word, “kidneys,” in conformity with the under-
standing of the midrash. The passage is a midrash on Ps 1:2b.

10 T thank my colleague, Professor Bernard Septimus, for pointing this out to me.
Urbach suggests that Abraham here does not discover Torah on his own but sim-
ply studies what God has revealed to him, in Ephraim E. Urbach, The Sages: Their
Concepts and Beligfs (trans. I. Abrahams; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1975), 318-19. But the image of God’s implanting sources of Torah within the
patriarch in effect overcomes the dichotomy on which Urbach’s position depends.
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We find, for example, a midrash that Melchizedek, the priest-king
of Salem/Jerusalem, taught Abraham the laws of priesthood, and
even that “he revealed Torah to him.”'® Thus can Abraham send
Isaac to Shem, son of Noah (whom the midrash identifies with
Melchizedek),'” “to learn Torah from him,” thereby continuing the
esoteric tradition that becomes the manifest possession of all Israel
at Mount Sinai only long after his death.'”

v

The rabbinic notion that Abraham observed “the whole Torah in its
entirety” before it was revealed on Sinai must have gathered impor-
tance in response to the opposite claim that Christians were assert-
ing contemporancously. The source of this Christian reading of
Abraham lies in Paul, for whom Abraham’s faith in God proves the
dispensability of the “works of the law.” As the apostle to the Gentiles
sees it, the first patriarch of Isracl was pronounced righteous before
the Torah became known, thus proving that righteousness does not
depend upon human deeds but upon divine grace manifest in faith.'*®
Indeed, even the one Abrahamic commandment of circumcision is
unnecessary— For in Christ Jesus, neither circumcision nor uncircum-
cision counts for anything,” he writes to the Galatian churches. “Realize
then that it is those who have faith who are children of Abraham.”'”
This Pauline interpretation of Abraham undergoes, of course, innu-
merable interpretations and modifications in the long history of
Christian theology. Already in the New Testament itself, the stark
polarization of faith and works that it assumes meets with the unyield-
ing critique of the Epistle of James. In support of his claim that
“faith without works is dead,” the author of this letter cites as proof—

1 Gen. Rab. 43:6, commenting on Gen 14:18.

16 h. Ned. 32b.

7 Gen. Rab. 56:11, commenting on Isaac’s absence from Gen 22:19.

1% See Gal 3:1-18 and Rom 4.

19 Gal 5:6; 3:7. Note the implication that the Jews are not the children of
Abraham. Paul backtracks on this in Rom 9-11, though even there he does not
renounce the supersessionism (see, e.g., 9:6-9). It is fair to say that Paul never arrived
at a settled view of the relationship of Christ to the Jewish people. On the difficulty
in the view that Paul believed in the continued validity of the Torah, see Brendan
Byrne, “Interpreting Romans Theologically in a Post-"New Perspective’ Perspective,”

HTR 94 (2001): 227-41, esp. 228 n. 10.
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proof, that is, that his or her works are what justifies the person of
faith—mnone other than “Abraham our father.”!'” But even there, the
point is not that Abraham observed the Mosaic law or that Christians
should do likewise, but only that good works in the general sense
are the inevitable and indispensable fruit of Christian faith.'!

We seem, then, to have come to a rather clear schematization of
our subject. Originally uninvolved in the observance of laws of the
sort that pervade the last four books of the Torah, the Abrahamic
narrative in Genesis displays a few harbingers of the new law-obser-
vant Abraham who comes into his own in Second Temple Judaism
and flowers in rabbinic literature. Early Christianity, by contrast,
holds up as the ideal an Abraham who is not Torah-observant, one
who was reckoned as righteous without the works of the Law even
before he was circumcised in accordance with a divine command.
In the Jacobean vision, to be sure, his justification follows from the
works that flowed from his faith, but there is no reason to think that
those works are the specific ones of the Torah.

This schematization of the material into a Jewish Abraham (i.e.,
Torah-observant) and a Christian Abraham (i.e., justified by faith) re-
calls the observation of H. L. Mencken that, “[t|here is always an easy
solution to every human problem—mneat, plausible, and wrong.”''” The
Torah-observant Abraham, though too often described in scholarly
literature as the “rabbinic view”!'" or as the “singular” solution of
Jewish authors,'* or the like, is only one of the rabbinic positions on
the matter. The alternative view, alive and well in rabbinic and later
Judaism, is that Abraham observed only the seven Noahide command-
ments, or those minimal but universally obligatory norms supplemented
perhaps by circumcision.'” If Rashi’s exegesis of Gen 26:5b serves

10 Jas 2:14-26. The quoted verses are 26 and 21.

" On the general question of Abraham in early Christianity, see Jeffrey S. Siker,
Disinheriting the Jews: Abraham in Early Christian Controversy (Louisville: Westminster John
Knox, 1991).

12 Henry L. Mencken, “The Divine Afflatus,” in A Mencken Chrestomathy (New
York: Knopf, 1949), 443; repr. from New York Evening Mail, 16 November 1917.

13 Samuel Sandmel, Philo’s Place in Judaism: A Study of Conceptions of Abraham in
Jewish Literature (aug. ed.: New York: KTAV, 1971), 108.

"* Thus Gary A. Anderson, “The Status of the Torah in the Pre-Sinaitic Period:
St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans,” in Biblical Perspectives: Early Use and Interpretation
of the Bible in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. M. E. Stone and E. G. Chazon; STD]
28; Leiden: Brill, 1998), 1-23, here 23.

115 See above, section IV.
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as our parade example of the maximalist view, then that of his grand-
son, Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (Rashbam, Northern France, ca. 1085—
1174), can play the same role for the minimalist alternative:

Inasmuch as Abraham obeyed Me
Concerning the Binding of Isaac, as it is written, “inasmuch as you

have obeyed Me.”!'®
and kept My charge:

Such as circumcision, as it is written about it, “And as for you, you
shall keep my covenant.”!"”

My commandments,

Such as the commandment about the eight days [until the father per-
forms circumecision on the son], as it is written, “As God commanded
him.”"®

My laws, and My teachings.

According to the essence of its plain sense, [it refers to] all the com-
mandments that are [generally] recognized, such as the laws against
robbery, sexual misdeeds, and coveting, and the requirement for legal
order, and the laws of hospitality. All of these were in force before
the Torah was given, but they were [then] renewed and explicated to
Israel, and they made a covenant to practice them.

(Rashbam on Gen 26:5b)

The guiding principle of Rashbam’s interpretation is patent. The half-
verse ostensibly so supportive of the maximalist view actually refers only
to norms that Abraham could have known according to a plain-
sense reading of the narratives about him in Genesis itself. These are
the norms that the human mind can intuit unaided by special rev-
clation and those that were explicitly commanded to the patriarch
himself. The fact that some of these directives were later absorbed
into Mosaic revelation and the covenantal relationship it establishes
does not make Abraham a Mosaic Jew. He remains thoroughly pre-
Sinaitic.

The minimalist position suggests a theological position that is, in
fact, simply the Jewish counterpart to Moberly’s analogy about the
respect accorded “patriarchal religion” in “Mosaic Yahwism.” Just
as “Mosaic Yahwism has no polemic against patriarchal religion,”
Moberly writes, so “the Christian,” living, like the Mosaic Israelite,

6 Gen 22:18. T have changed the NJPS wording so as to bring out Rashbam’s
point about the use of the identical Hebrew phrasing.

"7 Gen 17:9.

"8 Gen 21:4.
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in a new and different dispensation, “should respect both the con-
tent of Mosaic Yahwism and also the religious system of Judaism
that in its own different way develops from it.”'"? The Jewish coun-
terpart would maintain that just as Abraham in the minimalist view
observed only the Noahide commandments (perhaps augmented by
whatever few other norms God revealed to him personally) and yet
was accorded the deepest respect, indeed veneration, in the ongo-
ing religion of Torah, so should the Jew respect those whose lives
manifest the Abrahamic spiritual stance and refrain from judging it
inferior to their own Sinaitic religion.

Two objections to this proposal rapidly come to mind, however—
one less and one more compelling. The less compelling objection is
that this Jewish counterpart suffers from the weakness in Moberly’s
proposal that we have discussed. Why should we see “continuing
validity” in something that has, in fact, been superseded in the new
dispensation? The answer comes to mind, however, with equal rapid-
ity. Whereas Christian respect for Judaism must overcome two mil-
lennia of supersessionist theology, Jewish respect for observance of
the Noahide commandments faces no comparable obstacle. It is, in
fact, an important item in the classical rabbinic tradition itself. For
the Noahide dispensation is superseded only for that subset of human-
ity that is the people Israel, and even they—the Jews—must observe
those seven fundamental norms along with the 606 others that have
traditionally defined the rabbinic enumeration of 613 commandments
in the Torah." According to the preponderant theology of rabbinic
Judaism,'”! the election of the Jews places upon them greater oblig-
ations (and perhaps greater opportunity for intimacy with God), but
it does not damn righteous Gentiles or deny them an authentic rela-
tionship with the Creator."”” The old (Noahide) dispensation is thus
still universally valid; the new (Mosaic, or Sinaitic) covenant (which

19 Moberly, Old Testament, 163-64. See above, section IIL

120 The locus classicus is b. Mak. 23b. It should not be assumed that the figure was
known before the time of Rabbi Simlai or universally shared after him.

121 This description of rabbinic teaching will be familiar to any traditionally edu-
cated student of the literature, but the historical picture, as always, is considerably
more complicated and involves a diversity of positions, some of which did not sur-
vive the Talmudic period. For the elaboration of another rabbinic position, see Marc
Hirshman, Torah for the Entire World (Tel Aviv: Hakkibbutz Hameuchad, 1999) [Hebrew].

122 This makes the term “election,” with the soteriological overtones it has in
Christendom (especially in Calvinism), problematic for understanding rabbinic Judaism.
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is with the Jews alone) has not displaced it. Here, as often in Jewish-
Christian relations (in the past or the present), asymmetry reigns,
and efforts to create matching structures fail to reckon adequately
with the differences in shape and structure of the two religions.
The more substantial objection to the proposal of a Jewish coun-
terpart to Moberly’s observes that the Abrahamic minimalism con-
tributes nothing to the standing structure of rabbinic theology, since
it makes of the patriarch—whom Christians and Muslims call father
no less than Jews—just another Noahide. There is a measure of
truth here, but to state the matter this way is to fall into the trap
of calling the glass half-empty. For the same observation could be
made to the credit of traditional Jewish teaching about Gentiles who
observe the seven Noahide commandments: their observance ranks
them not merely with the postdiluvian father of all mankind but
also, and more importantly, with the father of Israel. For Christians,
I should think the minimalist view of Abraham’s observance—the
fact that in this interpretation he does not keep the Mosaic Torah
in its entirety—can hardly be a matter for protest. For, as we have
seen, in Pauline and much later Christian literature, Abraham serves
(inter alia) precisely the purpose of exempting Gentiles from the Mosaic
norms—an exemption that rabbinic theology also endorses. To be
sure, the minimalist view does not grant Christians all that they
would wish on the basis of their religion. It does not, for example,
support the idea that “if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s
descendants, heir according to the promise,”'* nor does it identify
the Torah with slavery.'”” To do so would have constituted a frontal
assault on one of the key assertions of rabbinic theology, that Torah
liberates.'® We are speaking, in other words, of the implications of
the minimally observant Abraham in Jewish theology, and not in
Christian theology (which will inevitably differ in major ways), nor
in some other system of thought ostensibly independent of Judaism
and Christianity but capable of pronouncing judgment on both.'*

125 Gal 3:29.

2t E.g., Gal 4:21-5:1, and much Christian literature over the ensuing centuries.

1 E.g., m. *Abot 6:2.

126 The underlying theory is that the warrants with which one religion (call it A)
pronounces another religion (B) to be valid necessarily derive from A, not from B,
and therefore always to some degree privilege A over B. In other words, there is
no such thing as autonomous pluralism or a tradition-neutral criterion for evaluat-
ing religious claims. On this, see Gavin D’Costa, “The Impossibility of a Pluralist
View of Religions,” RelS 32 (1996): 223-32.
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There is one other argument against the objection that the tradi-
tion of the minimally observant Abraham contributes nothing beyond
what already exists in the Noahide theology. For in the minimalist
view, Abraham is not simply a man who observes the norms that
rabbinic Judaism deems incumbent on all human beings. He is still
the patriarch whose religious devotion extends far beyond the lim-
ited (though important) realm of observance. Here, I think, for exam-
ple, of a statement in an early collection of midrash. The context is
the wondrous things that God has brought about in response to faith
(Tr2X) in Him:

And so you also find that our father Abraham inherited both this
world and the world-to-come only as a reward for the faith that he
had, as it is said: “And because he put his trust (2%7) in the Lord
[He reckoned it to his merit].”'?” (Mekilta de Rabbi Ishmael Besallaf 7)

It 1s possible, of course, that the statement is not to be taken literally
at all. Rather, it may simply be a hyperbole intended to underscore
the preciousness and effectiveness of faith, with Abraham as the scrip-
tural exemplum. If it is meant as stated, however, it makes a claim
even bolder than that of the minimalists. What is noteworthy about
Abraham in this case is not his observance of commandments at all,
whether “the whole Torah in its entirety,” the Noahide commandments
(perhaps augmented by circumcision), or whatever. What is note-
worthy about Abraham, rather, is his faith. Though one should not
interpret this comment as opposed to Torah observance, as if its
rabbinic author believed in a stark faith-works dichotomy, its Pauline
resonance is still unmistakable.'” The underlying theology is of a
piece with that of an observation by Rabbi Nehemiah (second century
c.E.) In the same passage: “anyone who accepts one single command-
ment in faith is worthy to have the Holy Spirit rest upon him.”
This high estimation of Abraham’s faith and its soteriological
efficacy provides ground for a Jewish evaluation of Christians that
puts them in a category different from that of other Noahides. Or,
to put it more precisely, it puts practicing Christians in a special
sub-category of Noahides defined not only by the general observance
of the seven commandments but also by the practice of faith of the
sort paradigmatically represented in rabbinic tradition by Abraham.

27" Gen 15:6.
12 See Gal 3:6 and Rom 4:3.
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To the extent that Christian faith is directed to the God of Israel,
it reflects an Abrahamic dimension not shared by other Gentiles.'*

In the aggregate, the two views of Abraham’s observance that we
have been tracing reflect the efforts of the rabbis to do justice to
two key dimensions of the religious life, as they understood it. We
may term these the “quantitative” and the “qualitative.” The quan-
titative dimension follows from the idea that the religious person will
inevitably seek to maximize his or her observance, pursuing every
mitzvah and refraining from the impious and hubristic temptation to
pick and choose according to one’s own preferences. From this per-
spective, the notion that Abraham followed only the seven Noahide
commandments, perhaps augmented by the norms of circumcision,
and neither knew, sought, nor was given other mutzvot, is highly trou-
blesome. Hence the maximalist view, that “our Father Abraham
practiced the whole Torah in its entirety before it had been given.”'*
Hence also the rare relative judgment on the minimally observant
Abraham, as in a midrash that sees in the following familiar verse
references to Abraham (among others) and Israel at Sinai, respectively:"!
“Many women have done well, but you surpass them all” (Prov 31:29).
In this telling, Abraham observed only eight commandments, the
seven Noahide and circumcision: he is among those “who have done
well.” But at Sinai, Israel receives the full complement of 613: they
thus “surpass them all.” The Abrahamic is good; the Mosaic is better.

The qualitative dimension places the stress on the spiritual dispo-
sition of the practitioner rather than on the corpus of normative
practices. Does he or she observe the mitzvot—even be they as few
as one—from a stance of obedience, service, and faith, or are the
operative motives ones of self-interest, fear of punishment, or social con-
formity, and the practice itself thus based in mindless routine? When
these are the critical questions, then the minimally observant Abraham
can more easily be seen as the ideal—the person who serves God
out of love rather than fear.'””” Hence the presence of the minimal-

12 On the difficulty of simply identifying the Chrisian God with the Jewish,
however, see Goldberg, “God, Action, and Narrative.” Over the last millennium or
so, Jewish thought has proven supple enough to affirm that Christians worship the
true God without implying that the doctrines of Incarnation and Trinity adequately
render the truth about Him.

B0 m. Qudd. 4:14.

U Pesig. Rab Kah. 12:1.

2 See, e.g., b. Sotah 3la.
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ist view even in rabbinic Judaism, with its uncompromising com-
mitment to the practice of the whole Torah, written and oral.

Like the qualitative and quantitative dimensions of the religious
life in rabbinic Judaism, the maximalist and minimalist views of
Abraham’s observance are not, at the deep level, in contradiction.
Here, an observation of Moberly is especially helpful. Moberly notes
a suggestive correspondence between the agedah and the revelation
at Sinai.'"” In the agedah, God “tests” (702) Abraham to learn whether
he “fears” (%7") him."** At Sinai, after the revelation of the Decalogue,
Moses reassures a people fearful for their lives in these words, in the
only verse in the Hebrew Bible in which both verbs occur:

Be not afraid (87); for God has come only in order to test (7701) you,
and in order that the fear (87) of Him may be ever with you, so that
you do not go astray. (Exod 20:20)'%

Whether or not Moberly is correct in his assessment that Gen 22
displays “a typological molding of the Abraham story in terms of the
normative concept of Torah,”" it is surely the case that the structure
of rabbinic theology and the hermeneutic procedures associated with
it encourage such a reading. The point is this: given his spiritual
disposition, refined in test after test and definitively proven in the
agedah, Abraham, had he stood at Sinai, would surely have accepted
the entire Torah. On that, maximalists and minimalists can agree.

VI

The dispute between Jews and Christians over the man that both
call father did not go unnoticed by the founder of the third great
religion commonly designated Abrahamic. In the Qur’an, we hear
a reflection on the whole controversy and an effort to put it into
what Muhammad, relaying the word of God, considers to be its
proper perspective:

People of the Book! Why do you dispute concerning Abraham? The
Torah was not sent down, neither the Gospel, but after him. What,
have you no reason? Ha, you are the ones who dispute on what you

135 Moberly, Old Testament, 188-89.
3% Gen 22:1, 12.

1% Fxod 20:17 NJPS.

196 Moberly, Old Testament, 189.
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know; why then dispute you touching a matter of which you know
not anything? No, Abraham in truth was not a Jew, neither a Christian;
but he was a Muslim and one pure of faith; certainly he was never
of the idolaters. Surely the people standing closest to Abraham are
those who followed him, and this Prophet, and those who believe; and
God is the Protector of the believers. (Sura 3, The House of Imran)'*

The essential problem with the way the scriptural peoples handle the
issue 1s precisely that they seek to remake the patriarch in the image
of their own faiths. Here, the prophet surely refers to the traditions
by which a man who lived before the Torah and before Jesus (and
Paul) becomes an observant Jew or an example of the Church’s good
news about righteousness through grace alone, respectively. Against
these patent anachronisms, the Qur’an propounds an Abraham inde-
pendent of Torah and the Gospel alike. His spiritual grandeur lies,
rather, in having refused to engage in idolatry and, instead, in hav-
ing submitted fully to God. The Qur’an calls this “the religion of
Abraham” (mullat °Ibrahim), but as one who submitted, he practiced
the spiritual act from which Islam would derive its name even before
the community of the faithful (Umma) came into existence. The patri-
arch was, in other words, the first Muslim. Or, to put it differently,
Islam is the religion of Abraham."® Thus, as the end of this pas-
sage indicates, the people worthy of Abraham are the Muslims—
those who follow his prophetic successor, the seal of all prophets,
Muhammad himself.

Although the Qur’an presents Abraham in terms of its own claim
to be a restoration of a truth long forgotten or spurned, it is not
hard to see that Abraham the Muslim is as much a recreation—and
a projection—as Abraham the observant Jew and Abraham the man
of Christian faith. For the language of “submission” does not occur
in Genesis, and there is no more reason to employ it as the cover
term for Abraham’s religiousness than there was to employ Torah-
observance or faith in the same role. Indeed, there 1s even less, since
Gen 26:5 and 15:6 do provide some basis, of whatever worth, for
these Jewish and Christian appropriations, respectively.'™ Arguments

7 The translation is from A. J. Arberry, The Koran Interpreted (New York: MacMillan,
1955), 82-83.

% See “’IBRAHIM,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam (ed. B. Lewis et al.; new ed.;
Leiden: Brill, 1971), 980-81.

1% The Qur’anic notion that Abraham was a prophet is similarly based on only
one biblical verse (Gen 20:7).
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like these, however, will hardly persuade a Muslim who does not
accept historical criticism of the Qur’an (almost none do). Here we
must also keep in mind that in Islam, the Jewish and Christian Bibles
do not have the status of Scripture at all. We cannot, therefore, use
the book of Genesis to critique or correct the Qur’an. This alone
seriously qualifies the claim of Muslim kinship with Judaism and
Christianity, even though it does not destroy it. The latter two com-
munities, by and large, work with the same text of the Tanakh/Old
Testament, whereas that text has no sacred status at all in the other
great Abrahamic religion.

The quest for the neutral Abraham has failed. The patriarch is
too embedded in the Torah, the New Testament, and the Qur’an
(and in the normative documents of the traditions they undergird)
to be extracted and set in judgment upon the traditions that claim
him. Nonetheless, the temptation to minimize these differences and
revert to some pre-Jewish, pre-Christian, pre-Muslim Abraham is
powerful, especially in light of acts of mass violence done in the
name of Abrahamic religions. This brings us back to Karl-Josef
Kuschel, the Catholic theologian from Ttubingen, for he has tried to
develop a means to reclaim Abraham that gives due recognition to
the inevitable divisions that I have just mentioned and yet still moves
beyond them in quest of an underlying unity:

[L]ike Abraham, Jews, Christians, and Muslims have to do with a God
who calls into being that which is not and expects from human beings
only emuna, pistis, islam: dedicated trust. In short, any talk of Abrahamic
ecumene cannot be a suspension which forgets the origins but is rather
a concretion of the faith of Abraham which is relevant to the pre-
sent—in the light of Torah, Gospel, and Qur’an. Abraham remains a
point of reference by which the later traditions of synagogue, church,
and Umma, can and must be measured critically. . . .

For faithfulness to Abraham is more than a slogan only if people
in all three traditions are still ready to listen to the Abraham of scrip-
ture as he has been handed down in all his dimensions, neither in the
Talmud nor in the New Testament nor in the Qur’an, but in the
book of Genesis.'*

The problem with this, as I see it, is that Kuschel’s Abraham is not
really so ecumenical, and the underlying unity that he claims to find,
not so shared, as he thinks. For this is (despite Kuschel’s own

10 Kuschel, Abraham, 204-5.
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Catholicism) essentially a Protestant Christian Abraham. Note that
the key thing about Abraham is once again, as in Paul, his faith (emuna,
pistis)."*" Kuschel altogether ignores the tradition that Abraham was
obedient to commandments—the Abraham of rabbinic maximalism
who “obeyed Me and kept My charge: My commandments, My laws,
and My teachings.”'* This is, to be sure, only one verse, but, as we
have observed, so is the verse that claims that Abraham had faith.
Second, in Kuschel’s proposal the standard by which all renderings
of Abraham are to be assessed is once again the notion of sola scrip-
tura, “by scripture alone,” a concept familiar from the Protestant
Reformation but by no means authoritative in every scriptural reli-
gion, or even in every Abrahamic religion. In Kuschel’s case, unlike
Luther’s or Calvin’s, however, the Scripture is limited to Genesis
and the renderings of Abraham in the New Testament are relegated
to the level of post-biblical tradition, in the manner of the Talmud
of rabbinic Judaism or the Qur’an of Islam. I leave it to Christian
theologians to assess the adequacy for their tradition of this proposal
to locate the authoritative meaning of Abraham in Genesis rather
at the expense of the New Testament. But it is surely the case that
not many Jews or Muslims are likely to accept the equivalent down-
playing of their own traditions and (in the case of Islam) scriptures
that this requires. And I find it easy to imagine some Muslims would
want to question whether uslam is really quite the same thing as pis-
s (the New Testament word usually rendered “faith” but which
Kuschel translates as “dedicated trust”). That Judaism and Islam give
a prominent place to “dedicated trust” need hardly be gainsaid, but
the notion that this is the foundation and all else is secondary will
justly meet with resistance among practicing Jews and Muslims and
among many Christian communities as well. In short, Kuschel’s well-
intentioned proposal reminds me of a person who says, “We need
to stop arguing and agree on a common position: mine.”

We are again compelled to the conclusion that there is no master
category in which Abraham can be viewed; there is no vantage point
independent of the three religions that call him father that those tra-

" The assumptions that pistis and emuna are identical and, more fundamentally,
that each term always refers to the same spiritual act, are much to be doubted.
Martin Buber’s doubts that Christian and Jewish “faith” are the same, though dated
in many ways, are still worth pondering. See his Two Types of Faith (London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1951).

"2 Gen 26:5.
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ditions can adopt. Abraham’s particularism is indeed stubborn and
persistent, and efforts to ignore or circumvent it cannot succeed. A
skeptic might say that Abraham is a Rorschach card, onto whom
cach tradition projects its own convictions. I would prefer to put it
differently. The material about Abraham in the Hebrew Bible is so
elusive, so enigmatic, so suggestive, and so non-didactic, that it calls
out, "WIT—"Interpret me!” as the Talmudic rabbis would say.

This is not to claim that all interpretations are equally valid, as
hermeneutical relativism would have it. At the same time, however,
we must acknowledge that there are in the materials we have studied
bases for greater respect than many traditionalists will at first think
to be the case. The rabbinic tradition that attributes minimal observance
to Abraham, for example, loosens the First Jew a bit from Judaism
itself, without in any way undermining the importance of the Torah
and its observance for the people Israel. The Pauline resonance of
the rabbinic statement that “our father Abraham inherited both this
world and the world-to-come only as a reward for the faith that he
had” can serve as a basis for Jewish respect of a mode of appropriation
of Abraham rather different from the one that dominates the Jewish
tradition. Similarly, on the Christian side, the Epistle of James, which
attacks the notion that faith and works can be separated and speaks
of Abraham as justified by his works, can serve as something of a
counterweight to the more prominent and better known Pauline tra-
dition that sees Abraham as justified by faith alone and denies any
salvific role to the observance of law and commandments.'” In other
words, each of these two traditions harbors within it a view of
Abraham that looks more like the dominant emphasis of the other
one."™ The fact that the exegetical culture of Late Antiquity cuts
across religious boundaries offers a more subtle and productive way
of thinking about differences than has usually been employed.

5 This is, it must be stressed, a tradition that has given birth to much vicious
caricaturing of Judaism over the centuries, no small part of it in works of critical
New Testament scholarship. On this, see E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism:
A Comparison of Patterns of Religion (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 33-59.

"** T leave it to scholars more versed in Islam to develop Muslim analogues to
these Jewish and Christian examples of traditions that aid rather than undermine
respect.
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To conclude: Any appropriation of Father Abraham is inevitably
particularistic—how could it be different with a figure who is sin-
gled out for a special destiny, different from those of all the fami-
lies on the earth? But the Jewish and Christian traditions have within
them notes that develop fully only in the other community, thus pro-
viding a basis for empathy without homogenization. A clearer recog-
nition of this two-fold truth holds forth the possibility of better
relations among these faiths. Mutual contempt, on the one extreme,
and cultural relativism, with its attendant leveling of ultimate differences,
on the other, are not the only possibilities for scriptural interpreta-
tion in the modern world.



THE ALLEGED “HIDDEN LIGH'T”

Jacos MiLcroM

R. Eleazar said: The light which the Holy One, blessed be He, cre-
ated on the first day, one could see thereby from one end of the world
to the other; but as soon as the Holy One, blessed be He, beheld the
generation of the Flood and the generation of the Dispersion (cf. Gen
11:9), and saw that their actions were corrupt, He arose and hid it
(1), lit. “reserved it in his treasury,” from them. ... For whom did
he reserve it (W22)? For the righteous in the time to come. (b. Hag. 12a;
cf. Gen. Rab. 3:6; 11:2)

The question answered by this midrash is obvious. It affords a satis-
factory answer to an enigma in the text of the creation story. Though
God created light on the first day, he created the sun, moon, and
stars on the fourth day (Gen 1:14-19). Since we live by the light of
the fourth day, what happened to the light of the first day? Philo
solves this problem by proposing the light of the first day was an
intellectual, invisible light, whereas the light of the fourth day was
visible.? But this view never took hold in Jewish tradition. Instead,
as related in the above midrash, it postulated that the light of the
first day was N1 W, lit. “light reserved in God’s treasury.” This
struck deep roots in Jewish lore, especially in mystic literature.’
Nonetheless, the essential problem remains: Why were the celestial
luminaries created on the fourth day and not on the first day? The
answer, noticed (partially) by many scholars,* is that the wording of

' The notion that God reserves beams of light in his celestial treasuries is not
original to the midrash. It is already found in 4 FEzra 6:40 (end of first century c.E.),
lumen . . . de thesauris tuis, “(then you commanded a ray of) light (be brought forth)
from your treasuries.” Cf. Léon Gry, Les dires prophétiques d’Esdras (IV. Esdras) (Paris:
Geuthner, 1938), 115.

* Philo, Opif. 1.8, 18.

* E.g., Zohar 1.31b; cf. 34a, 45b.

* For example Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Genesis (trans. 1.
Abrahams; 2 vols.; Jerusalem: Magnes, 1961), 1:42-47; Gerhard Von Rad, Genests:
A Commentary (OTL; trans. J. H. Marks; rev. ed.; London: SCM, 1963), 53-54;
Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11: A Commentary (trans. J. J. Scullion; Minneapolis:
Augsburg, 1984), 127; idem, Creation (trans. J. J. Scullion; Philadelphia: Fortress,
1974), 44—45; Nahum Sarna, Genesis (JPS Torah Commentary; Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society, 1989), 10; Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-17
(NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 127.
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the fourth day constitutes a polemic against Babylonian mythology.
The sun and moon are unnamed; instead they are designated the
“greater light” (W) and the “lesser light” (Gen 1:16). This was
done so that Isracl would avoid identifying the sun (Hebrew: wnw
shemesh) with the Babylonian sun god with the same name, Shamash.
In addition to being the god of light, Shamash was the judge of
gods and men: indeed, he was in charge of the entire universe.” It
was critical for the priestly theologians that the sun not be identified
with Shamash. Hence, not only were the sun and moon unnamed
but their creation was relegated to the fourth day as the last of the
inorganic creatures; indeed, their creation was even preceded by the
vegetation, the lowest of the organic creatures. Moreover, the sun’s
function was reduced to oW, “rule, management.” That is, the
light previously created was turned over to the sun and moon to
regulate the alternation of day and night. Finally, the stars, which
were regarded as controllers of human destiny,” are mentioned only
as an afterthought. They are not included in the Divine command
(v. 14—19) but in its fulfillment as an appendix to v. 16a.

Yet these stages in the demotion of the celestial luminaries to an
anonymous status and a minor position in the order of creation (the
fourth day) is only a small step in their debasement. The ultimate,
and singular, purpose of the text is to demonstrate that the sun,
moon, and stars are powerless. They are not the sources of light;
the light they shine is not their own. The evidence follows:

First, it should be noted that in P the only object designated as
a W, aside from the heavenly luminaries, i1s the luminary of the
Tabernacle, located inside the shrine; W7 07 means “the lamp-
stand’ of the luminary” (Exod 35:14 bis, 28; 39:27; Num 4:9, 16),
and /TN AW, “oil of/for the luminary” (Exod 25:6; 27:20;
35:8; Lev 25:2). It is important to note that the Tabernacle lumi-
nary (W) is not the source of its light. The light, in the form of
oil, must be brought to it, placed inside the seven cups atop the
luminary and then kindled. So too, it may be surmised, the heav-
enly luminaries (M7W2) are also not the sources of their light but
must derive it from elsewhere.

> Cf. Tikva Frymer-Kensky, “Utu,” ER 15:162-63.

¢ Cf. Fabrizio Lelli, “Stars,” DDD 530—40.

7 The menorah is only the central branch of the TW», the luminary, and must
be distinguished from the menorah of the present day.
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Then, too, there is scriptural evidence that ancient Israel was aware
of a light that existed independently of the sun. In 2 Sam 23:4 the
rising sun and the “morning light” are named side by side. In Qoh
12:2 light 1s listed separately from the sun, moon, and stars. Finally,
in Isa 30:26 the light of the sun will compare with the light of the
seven days of creation (cf. Amos 8:9), implying that the light of the
first day shone with the same intensity for all seven days. This could
only take place if the sun and moon refracted this light but added
to it no light of their own (cf. Pss 74:16; 104:2).

This conclusion is further affirmed by resolving an ancillary ques-
tion: How could the sun and moon have separated the day from
the night (1:14a, 18a) if God had already done so on day one (1:4b)?
The answer 1s that God indeed had separated them. The function
of the sun and moon, however, as mentioned above, was only to
manage, regulate their alternation (1:14a). This function is defined,
by P’s apt term, as NN, “signs” (1:14b), namely, as cosmic clocks
for the benefit of humanity. Being regulators and clocks, the source
of their power stems from elsewhere. They themselves are inert and
impotent.

All these intimations receive definitive affirmation in the very struc-
ture of the creation story, Genesis, chapter one.

As 1s well known, creation is pictured as a two-panel structure
where the first three days are diagrammed side by side of the three
parallel concluding days.® The first three days list the created ele-

Genesis 1:1-2:3 CREATION

Day Element User Day
Introduction (1-2)
1 Light (3-5) Luminaries (14—19) 4
9 Sky Fish 5
Waters (6-8) >< Birds (20-23)
3 Dry Land Land Animals 6
Vegetation (9-13) Humans (24-31)

Conclusion (2:1-2a)
7 Sabbath (2:2b—3)

% To my knowledge, the first to notice this bilateral harmony was Cassuto, Genesis,
16-17 n. 4.
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ments of the universe, and the final three days, the users of these
clements. Thus, moving from the bottom upon the diagram, day
three, featuring the elements dry land and vegetation, is balanced
by the users of these elements, land animals and humans, who live
on the land and use (eat) the vegetation (exclusively, being vegetar-
ians). On day two, the sky and waters are matched chiastically by
their users, the fish and birds (chiastic reversal in the middle of a
structure is a lock devised by P signifying the structure’s perma-
nence).” Finally, the light of day one is paralleled by the users of
the light, the heavenly luminaries.

The implications of the latter correspondence have thus far gone
unnoticed. They imply that the sun, moon, and stars are not the
sources of their light. They are only refractors of the light of the
first day. This constitutes the most telling diminution of the sun,
moon, and stars. They are powerless! They are only tools created
by God to funnel the already existing light upon the earth. Thus
there is no other light than the light of the first day. The M1 T,
the light reserved in God’s treasury for the righteous in the time to
come, is a beautiful but fanciful midrash. It is not grounded in the
biblical text.

9 An elaborate example is the insertion of the little chiasm of Lev 24:16ao—bf
into the large chiasm of vv. 13-23; cf. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 25-27 (AB 3B; New
York: Doubleday, 2001), 2128-33.



GOLDEN CALF STORIES: THE RELATIONSHIP OF
EXODUS 32 AND DEUTERONOMY 9-10

CHrisTINE E. HAYES

1. INTRODUCTION

Exodus 32 contains the story of Isracl’s apostasy with the golden calf
at the base of Mount Sinai. The infamous event is also described
by Moses in Deut 9—10. The relationship between these two accounts—
one a third-person narrative, the other a first-person exhortation—
has occupied pre-modern commentators and critical scholars alike.
Despite a broad consensus that a relation of literary dependence
exists between Exod 32:1-34:28 and Deut 9:7b—10:11, there is some
difference of opinion over the direction of the dependence. While most
scholars assume a dependence running from Exodus to Deuteronomy,
some recent works have argued the reverse.'

A case for the dependence of Deuteronomy on Exodus is made
by Christopher Begg.? Begg bases his argument, however, on lim-
ited evidence, viz., the close analysis of a single verse in each account
(Exod 32:20 and the corresponding Deut 9:21). The two verses are
largely parallel, but minor variations do occur. Begg concludes that
Deut 9:21 is an amplifying and disambiguating expansion of Exod
32:20. More important, Begg presents evidence for the claim that
Deut 9:21’s modification of Exod 32:20 is undertaken in order to
set up or foreshadow other significant moments in Israel’s cultic his-
tory as presented by the Deuteronomistic Historian (DtrH).

That the unique elements in Deut 9:21 can be plausibly explained
as purposeful modifications of the text in Exod 32:20 in line with
the goals of a (or the) Deuteronomist suggests that Deut 9-10 is

' For the Exodus account as secondary, see John Van Seters’s work, “Histories
and Historians of the Ancient Near East: The Israelites,” Onentalia 50 (1981): 137-85;
“Law and the Wilderness Rebellion Tradition: Ex 32,” SBLSP 27 (1990): 583-91;
The Life of Moses: The Yalwist as Historian in Exodus-Numbers (Kampen: Kok Pharos,
1994), 290-318.

? Christopher Begg, “The Destruction of the Calf (Exod 32,20/Deut 9,21),” in
Das Deuteronomium: Entstehung, Gestalt und Botschaft (ed. N. Lohfink; BETL 68; Leuven:
Leuven University Press, 1985), 208-51.
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dependent on Exod 32, rather than the reverse.” Begg proposes that
this conclusion holds not only for the isolated verses analyzed by
him but also for their respective contexts (Exod 32:1-34:28 and Deut
9:7b—10:11). Begg acknowledges that the resolution of this question
would require a detailed comparison of many more elements in the
two accounts than the single verse that is the focus of his study. This
paper is, wter alia, a limited attempt to answer Begg’s call for a fuller
investigation of the golden calf accounts in Exodus and Deuteronomy
in order to determine the direction of literary dependence.

What is at stake in determining the direction of literary depen-
dence? Consider the following observation by Begg:

The verbal affinities between Deut 9,21 and a whole series of formu-
lations relating to subsequent moments in Israel’s cultic history . . . sev-
eral of these being quite distinctive within the language of the OT as
a whole ... do lend credence to an authorship of the verse by the
Deuteronomist, that writer who, in the conception of M. Noth, expanded
an earlier form of the book of Deuteronomy with material of his own
composition with a view to thereby preparing subsequent events in
Israel’s history as he would relate these in the books of Joshua-Kings.*

If Deut 9:21 and the unit within which it appears is the work of the
Deuteronomist, and if the literary dependence of Deut 9:7b—10:11
on Exod 32:1-34:28 can be established, then it follows that the
golden calf account in Exod 32 is pre-Deuteronomistic in origin. As
Begg points out, this conclusion flies in the face of a continuing ten-
dency to view Exod 32 as Deuteronomistic or even, in the case of
Van Seters, as a post-Deuteronomistic composition from the late
post-exilic period.’

There are several reasons for the scholarly assertion that Exod 32
is Deuteronomistic, or at least heavily interpolated by a Deuteronomistic
editor. First, inadequate attention to the literary structure and nar-
rative devices employed in the composition of Exod 32 has led some
scholars to imagine a slew of inconsistencies and redundancies sig-
naling disparate sources and interpolation.” Second, some sections

5 Ibid., 247.

* Ibid., 247-48.

° Ibid., 249; Van Seters, “Law and the Wilderness Rebellion Tradition,” 591.

b See, for example, Immanuel Lewy, “The Story of the Golden Calf Reanalysed,”
VT 9 (1959): 318-22, who assumes a basic J groundwork plus four annotators (a J
reviser, a northern E reviser, a southern priestly E reviser, and D); see also J. Philip
Hyatt, Exodus (NCBC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), 301, and the summary of
scholarship in Brevard Childs, The Book of Exodus: A Chitical, Theological Commentary
(OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1974), 558. Childs notes that many of these so-
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(e.g., vwv. 7-14 in which God tells Moses of the Israelites’ sin and
Moses implores God to refrain from immediately destroying the
Israclites in his blazing anger) appear to contain Deuteronomistic
language and themes.” Third, and most important, are the parallels
that obtain between Exod 32 and the account of Jeroboam’s cultic
sin in 1 Kgs 12. This latter point warrants further discussion.

As Moses Aberbach and Leivy Smolar demonstrated decades ago,
there are many points of identity or contact between the Exodus
golden calf account and the story of Jeroboam in 1 Kgs 12.% The
most obvious parallels are: the production of a golden calf (Aaron)
or calves (Jeroboam) at the behest of others; the description of the
calves as molten; the identical declaration, “These are your gods, O
Israel, that brought you up out of the land of Egypt”; the con-
struction of altars for calf worship and the proclamation of a feast;
and the opposition (Exod 32) or non-participation (I Kgs 12) of
Levites in the calf cult. On the basis of these parallels, many schol-
ars regard Exod 32 as a disguised polemic against Jeroboam’s cul-
tic reform. However, the question arises: Did Exod 32 attain its final
form in response to the activities of the /ustorical Jeroboam in the
10th century B.c.E. (in which case it may be pre-Deuteronomistic),
or did Exod 32 attain its final form in response to the DtrH’s literary
representation (or fabrication) of those events in 1 Kgs 12, centuries
later (in which case Exod 32 reached its final form rather late)?

A wide variety of views may be found. Some argue that an orig-
inal golden calf tradition at the core of Exod 32 was modified by a
later editor as part of an anti-northern, or specifically anti-Jeroboam,
polemic.” For some, that later editor is the Deuteronomist. So, for

called inconsistencies and doublets are the result of a literary scheme of contrasting
scenes, but even he holds that an underlying chronological sequence (preserved, pre-
sumably, in Deuteronomy) has been disrupted by the addition of vv. 7-14 and later
by vv. 25-29—an independent tradition that is pro-Levite and anti-Aaronide (559). For
an attempt to read Exod 32 as an integral narrative employing episodic narrative
techniques in its construction, see Herbert Chanan Brichto, “The Worship of the
Golden Calf: A Literary Analysis of a Fable on Idolatry,” HUCA 54 (1983): 1-44.

7 Lewy states that Hezekian editors (his D) inserted vv. 7-14 as well as v. 34
veiled allusion to the fall of the northern kingdom in 722 (“Story of the Golden
Calf,” 321). For the view that Exod 32:7-14 is a D-block inserted into a J, or JE
narrative, see J. Clinton McCann, “Exodus 32:1-14,” Int 44 (1990): 277-80; and
Childs, Exodus, 559.

8 See Moses Aberbach and Leivy Smolar, “Aaron, Jeroboam and the Golden
Calves,” JBL 86 (1967): 129-40.

% See Aberbach and Smolar, “Aaron, Jeroboam and the Golden Calves,” 140.
See also Sigo Lehming, “Versuch zu Ex XXXIL” V7 10 (1960): 1-50, for the notion
of a many-layered narrative with additions responding to Jeroboam’s cultic violation.
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example, Brevard Childs holds that the Deuteronomistic editor of 1
Kings adjusted an existing golden calf story (probably J’s) to place
his polemic against Jeroboam at the heart of the Sinai narrative.'
In this view, the core tradition of Exod 32 is pre-Deuteronomistic,
but the story took on its final form in conjunction with the finalization
of the Deuteronomistic history (including 1 Kgs 12). Many scholars,
however, draw stronger conclusions from the literary similarities
between Exod 32 and 1 Kgs 12. These scholars argue that the
Deuteronomistic editor of Kings created the golden calf story in its
entirety, inserting it into the Pentateuchal traditions to establish the
opposition of Moses, the Levites, and God to the cultic activities of
Jeroboam."" Implicit in this view is the idea that Exod 32 cannot be
earlier than the Deuteronomistic history (and cannot be the model
for Deut 9-10). The most extreme variation of this view is held by
Van Seters, according to whom the Exodus account post-dates even
the Deuteronomist.”” Thus, establishing the priority of Exod 32 to
Deut 9-10 requires that we establish the priority of Exod 32 to 1
Kgs 12. If we argue that Exod 32 in its entirety preceded and was
the foundation for Deut 9—10 (i.e., Exod 32 is pre-D), then we will
have to be able to argue plausibly that 1 Kgs 12, which postdates
Deut 9-10, is also literarily dependent on Exod 32, rather than the
reverse (and more widely accepted) position.
In this paper, I will argue:

a that the Exod 32 narrative has a basic literary unity;

b that literary unity neither requires nor assumes the lack of ambi-
guity, ambivalence, contradiction, and tension since these are
tools of the narrative artist’s trade;

10 Childs, Exodus, 560.

''See Marvin A. Sweeney, “The Wilderness Traditions of the Pentateuch: A
Reassessment of Their Function and Intent in Relation to Exodus 32-34,” SBLSP
26 (1989): 291-99, esp. 294. Sece also Frederick Victor Winnett, The Mosaic Tradition
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1949). These scholars are making a claim
of lterary dependence rather than historical dependence: Exodus 32 as a narrative
account attained its final form in response to the narratwe account of Jeroboam’s sin,
as found in the Deuteronomistic History. For the simultaneity of Exod 32 and 1
Kgs 12 see also Lothar Perlitt, Bundestheologie im Alten Testament (WMANT 36;
Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1969), who views both Exod 32 and 1 Kgs 12
as compositions from the time of King Josiah (208).

2 Van Seters, “Law and the Wilderness Rebellion Tradition”; and idem, Life of
Moses, 290-318.
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¢ that Exod 32 in basically its current form was known by the
author of Deut 9—10 and by the Deuteronomistic historian respon-
sible for 1 Kgs 12 since both appropriate the story for distinct
and diverse purposes;
that these claims can be supported by detailed textual evidence;

e that these claims are further supported by post-biblical traditions
of interpretation of Exod 32, whose similarities to Deut 9-10
justify our characterization of the latter as the earliest midrash
on Exod 32.

II. Exopus 32 as A LiteErary UNIT

The golden calf story of Exod 32 is told in thirty-five verses. As
noted above, many critical scholars have been quick to point out
apparent contradictions, inconsistencies, and stylistic, thematic, and
ideological divergences in Exod 32; they are even quicker to con-
clude that these infelicities are symptomatic of a compositional patch-
work.” A more or less complete list of the phenomena seen as
disrupting the chapter’s narrative unity and signaling distinct sources
would contain the following:'

a  Verses 7-14 appear to anticipate subsequent events. In these verses, Moses
1s told of the people’s sin by God, but he later appears to “dis-
cover” the sin, prompting a (delayed) reaction of anger. Why this
furious outburst over a sin of which he has already been informed?

b Two prayers for forgiveness. Moses petitions God successfully on
Israel’s behalf in v. 14. Why, then, must he petition God again
in vv. 30-34? Moreover, on the first occasion, his prayer appears
to be accepted while on the second occasion it is not.

¢ Torgieness stands in tension with punishment. Verses 14 and 15 depict
Moses as successful in his first petition; yet punishment is meted
out at the hands of the Levites in vv. 25fI. and later by God.

d  Multiple punishments. Three distinct punishments appear in the story:
the slaughter by the Levites (vv. 25f), the plague (v. 35), and
an unspecified future punishment (v. 34). If the forced drinking

% For a summary of various scholarly views see John I. Durham, Exodus (WBC
3; Waco, Tex.: Word, 1987), 417, 427-28, 435.

" This list is a conflation of items noted by a variety of scholars as disrupting
the narrative unity of Exod 32.
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of the dust-strewn water (v. 20) is understood as a punishment
then the number is four."” These multiple punishments are con-
strued as a sign of multiple sources.

e Two contradictory views of Aaron. The role of Aaron is ambiguous
in the story as a whole. Certain verses adopt a condemnatory
stance toward Aaron, others are rather more neutral, and still
others appear to exculpate him entirely.

£ Two contradictory views of Moses. Moses appears in some verses as
a benign and patient leader pleading for mercy, and in others
as an angry and impassioned prophet who vehemently punishes
the Israclites and grudgingly intercedes for them.

g Two contradictory views of God. In some verses, God appears to be
benign and forgiving, while in others he is punitive and jealous,
bent on the destruction of the people.'®

h  God’s double speech in vo. 7-14. Why would God’s speech to Moses
be divided into two sections, each introduced by a distinct verb
of speaking, unless it consisted of two sources set side by side?

1 Sequence of events contradicts the parallel account in Deuteronomy. In the
Exodus account, (i) God tells Moses of Israel’s sin and of his plan
of destruction; (i1) Moses prays; (iii) Moses descends from the
mountain and sees the people sinning; (iv) Moses destroys the
calf, and (v) Moses prays a second time. In the Deuteronomy
account, the events are reported in the following order: (i) God
reveals Israel’s sin and his plan of destruction; (ii) Moses descends
from the mountain (without first praying) and sees the people
sinning; (iil) Moses prays forty days and nights; and (iv) Moses
destroys the calf.

These phenomena are generally taken as evidence of a core text with
interpolations: a Deuteronomistic addition in vv. 7-14 based on the
prayer in Deut 9:26—29, and an independent tradition of a later period
in vw. 25-29 (the Levite episode).'” Some scholars identify even more
strata,'® while others posit the creation of the entire account by a

1 See Brichto for a complex and ultimately unconvincing theory of the various
punishments and the different degrees of guilt punished by each (“Worship of the
Golden Calf,” 15-16, 18-19).

1o For these latter three items, see Lewy, “Story of the Golden Calf,” 318-20.

17 See, for example, Childs, Exodus, 559.

'8 See, for example, Lewy, “Story of the Golden Calf;” 318; and Jacques Vermeylen,
“Les Sections Narratives de Deut 5—11 et leur relation a Ex 19-34,” in Das
Deuteronomium, 174—207.
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Deuteronomistic writer (e.g., Perlitt) or by a post-Deuteronomistic
author (e.g., Van Seters). Despite their many differences, these schol-
arly accounts share the conviction that Exod 32 reached its final
form in conjunction with or after the Deuteronomistic redaction of
Deut 9-10.

None of the phenomena taken as evidence of narrative disunity
and interpolation is probative. Close analysis reveals that Exod 32
functions well as a narrative unit, that putative interpolations are inte-
gral to the overall context and are not likely of late composition,
and that the chronological sequence of Exod 32 has not been disrupted.

We begin with an examination of the narrative sequence of our
story which extends from Exod 32:1 to Exod 33:6, then proceed to
a consideration of the story’s overall literary structure, before respond-
ing to each of points (a) through (i) above.

A. Narrative sequence

The story unfolds in a clear progression of shifting scenes reported
through the perspectives of those present at or participating in each
scene. Immediately (in a narrative sense) preceding our story, Moses
ascends the mountain to receive God’s teaching and commandments
(Exod 24:12). Before leaving the people, Moses entrusts the leadership
of the people to Aaron and Hur: “You have Aaron and Hur with
you; let anyone who has a legal matter approach them” (Exod 24:14).

Exodus 25-31 contains the content of God’s teaching and instruc-
tions. Exodus 31 ends with God’s conclusion of the covenant with
Moses on Mount Sinai and Moses’ receipt of the two stone tablets
of the covenant, inscribed by God—a sublime moment. Exodus 32:1
takes us from the peak of the mountain to its base. The reader may
be privy to Moses’ activity on behalf of Israel, but the Israelites are
not. Moses has been gone some forty days, and this lengthy absence
does not sit well with the people. The precise emotional state of the
people (fear, anxiety, opportunistic treachery) is not revealed by the
narrator. We learn only that, fiom the people’s point of view, Moses
appears to be long in coming down and that his prolonged absence
leads to action on their part. They gather “against” Aaron—the
preposition ‘@/ implies a hostile and rebellious mob (cf. Num 16:3,
17:7, 20:2)—and charge him to make ’elohim who shall go before
them, since they do not know what has become of “that man” Moses
who brought them out of Egypt.
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The opening scene suggests that a central theme of this story is
leadership. The people perceive that their leader is gone and may
never return. They desire a new leader and turn to the interim
authority designated by Moses in Exod 24:12—14 with their demand
for ‘elohim to go before them now that Moses is gone. Scholars differ
on the exact nature of the people’s request. Do they request a new
human leader or judge to replace Moses (cf. ’elohim in Exod 21:6)?
Or do they request some kind of divine being (cf. ’elohim in Gen
1:27; Ps 8:6), angel (Gen 6:2, 4), or gods (Exod 18:11, 22:19; Deut
4:28; 2 Kgs 18:33) to replace yYHawH? Quite apart from the fact that
rebellion against Moses 1s, in the end, equivalent to rebellion against
the God for whom he speaks, an answer to these questions would
require a degree of precision that the text simply does not provide.
On the contrary, the text hints equally at both possibilities. Moreover,
the power and pathos of the request lies in its very ambiguity which
suggests that this 1s a people that does not know what it wants or
what is in its best interest. One gets the distinct impression that any
*elohim will do. The reader hopes that a minimal rejection of Moses
in favor of some other human leader is all that is intended, but our
worst fears are confirmed when an idol is crafted and worshiped.
We realize that rejection of Moses and rejection of God as the exclu-
sive object of worship go hand in hand.

Aaron responds to those who have gathered against him by charg-
ing them to tear the gold rings from the ears of their wives and
children and to deliver the rings to him. Aaron’s motivations and
intentions are not revealed to us (and more and less charitable inter-
pretations are certainly possible)—again building suspense as we hope
against hope that he will somehow thwart rather than fulfill the peo-
ple’s request. The wording of Aaron’s command implies that he is
addressing male heads of household only, telling them to plunder
the gold from their own families. But in the fulfillment verse that
follows, all the people tear off their own gold earrings and deliver
them to Aaron, a subtle indication of the unseemly willingness of
the entire community to participate in the construction of an idol.
Verse 4 describing Aaron’s activity with the gold is an exegetical
crux that need not detain us."” Whether he fashioned the gold with

' For possible meanings of the phrase vaypasar °oto baheret, see Childs, Exodus,
555-56; and Samuel E. Loewenstamm, “The Making and Destruction of the Golden
Calf,” Bib 48 (1967): 481-90.
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an engraving tool or placed it in a cloak or bag to be deposited in
a fire, one thing is clear: the narrator attributes the calf’s manufac-
ture to him—“he made it into a molten calf” (v. 4). Aaron is respon-
sible for the existence of the calf.

It appears that the calf is then formally presented to the people,
though by whom is not clear. The text states simply that “they”
exclaimed: “These are your gods, O Isracl, who brought you out of
the land of Egypt.” That Aaron is not among those making the pre-
sentation is implied by the following verse, which depicts him as
something of an observer (“When Aaron saw this...”). The exclu-
sion of Aaron from the presentation and declaration raises an inter-
esting possibility. The group that presents the calf to the people may
be pointing to Aaron and his calf jointly. Thus the plural form, ’elo-
him, 1s entirely appropriate: These two, Aaron and his visible deity,
rather than Moses and his invisible deity, are Israel’s ’elofum, who
brought them out of Egypt. Once again, the overlordship of a deity
and his chief “spokesman” go hand in hand.

For the second time, Aaron acts decisively, and for the second time
his intentions and motivations are obscure to us. When Aaron sees
what has happened—that the calf and possibly Aaron himself have
been acclaimed leaders in place of Moses—he builds an altar before
it (presumably the calf). This action suggests that he accedes to the
people’s acclamation of the calf and is ready to initiate a cult in its
honor. After building the altar he announces that there will be a
festival to yawn on the morrow. Is this an effort to redirect the peo-
ple away from the calf toward the worship of yHwH??" Again one
senses that the narrator is stringing us along, raising the hope that
all will yet be well. But alas, in the verse that follows, Aaron’s feast
to YHWH appears to be identical with the sacrifices, feasting, and
dancing that occur before the calf (see also v. 19).! Thus, the more

% For interpretative traditions and critical scholarship vindicating Aaron sce Leivy

Smolar and Moshe Aberbach, “The Golden Calf Episode in Postbiblical Literature,”
HUCA 39 (1968): 91-116, esp. 109-12; Thomas Dozeman, “Moses: Divine Servant
and Israclite Hero,” HAR 8 (1984): 45-61, esp. 52-53; Roy L. Honeycutt, Jr.,
“Aaron, the Priesthood, and the Golden Calf;” RewExp 74 (1977): 523-35, esp.
526-28; Brichto, “Worship of the Golden Calf,” 11-15.

2l Childs argues that Aaron is not evil so much as he is cultically confused, believ-
ing that the calf can be incorporated in a vyHwH festival (Exodus, 556). However,
according to the narrative, Aaron, like the other Israelites, heard the Ten Command-
ments not forty days earlier, including the prohibitions spelled out in Exod 20:3-5.
That Aaron is strong-armed (or opportunistically drawn) into something he knows
i1s wrong is consistent with a central theme of the story: leadership. Aaron fails to
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likely interpretation is that Aaron is riding his calf to power, giving
the people what they think they want—a version of yawn they can
see and touch.

There is nothing implausible about the suggestion that Aaron and
the people do not seek to overthrow yHwWH but instead associate the
calf with yHWH in some way. Significantly, there has been no conscious
rejection of YHWH in these opening verses. The people feel the absence
of Moses who has walked before them until now, and they want
another leader in /us place. Aaron and his calf fit the bill, and if
Aaron should choose to associate the calf with yawn, why should
anyone care? This is no less a sin, of course, and Aaron and the
Israelites should have known better: they have heard explicit prohi-
bitions against having other “eloiim before God (Exod 20:3), against
making and bowing down to the image of any creature in heaven,
carth, or sea (Exod 20:4-5), and against the manufacture of ’elohim
of silver or gold (Exod 20:20). Thus, whatever their intentions toward
YHWH, the people sin by violating his most basic and publicly declared
stipulations against co-worship and against the manufacture and wor-
ship of images and idols. Scholarly attempts to rationalize the calf
as simply an alternative vision of the legitimate worship of yrwH,
whatever their fustorical merit, make no sense within the larger nar-
rative context of our story.” According to the narrative, God has
already clearly told the people that the actions undertaken in Exod
32 are prohibited.

This distressing scene leaves the reader in a state of high anxiety.
We know that the actions of Aaron and the people are a serious
breach of the terms of the covenant so painstakingly set forth by
God in previous chapters and we immediately wonder: How will
God respond? It is not jarring, then, to be returned to the moun-
taintop in v. 7 and to learn of God’s reaction to the disastrous events
that have just transpired. God tells Moses to hurry down from the
mountain because—and here he almost petulantly mimics the peo-
ple’s mistaken conception—the people that Moses brought out of Egypt
have acted corruptly. He details their sin—they have turned aside

exercise leadership, with disastrous consequences. Efforts to mitigate Aaron’s guilt
weaken a major thrust of the story.

2 See Lloyd R. Bailey, “The Golden Calf,” HUCA 42 (1971): 97-115 for a
review of the scholarly assertion that (the historical) Aaron intended his calves as
a “pedestal” for yawn (like the cherubim) and that his actions reflect an ancient
legitimate Yahwistic practice.
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from the way that God enjoined upon them, violating God’s specific
prohibitions in chapter 20 by making a molten calf, worshiping and
acclaiming it. God makes no mention of Aaron, thus setting up an
information deficit that will motivate Moses’ bitter “interrogation”
of Aaron in vv. 21-24.

God’s first speech (vv. 7-8) is followed by a second (vv. 9-10).
Double speech of this type is rare in biblical dialogue, leading some
critical scholars to posit a textual suture at this juncture. However,
double speech is employed here, as elsewhere, to great rhetorical
effect.”” Moses’ failure to respond between God’s two speeches sug-
gests a kind of paralysis. Moses’ forty days of divine instruction end
with a harsh dismissal because the very people for whom the instruc-
tion is intended have corrupted themselves and are worshiping a
molten calfl Could Moses be anything but dumbstruck, shocked into
inaction by the nightmarish news? And so God speaks again, per-
haps in an effort to prompt Moses into action.”* Denouncing the
Israelites as a stiff-necked people, he announces his intention to
destroy them utterly and to begin again with Moses. Significantly,
however, God prefaces this announcement with a directive to Moses
to leave him (God) alone—a directive that requires further scrutiny.

Why does God say, “Now let me be that my anger may blaze forth
against them and I may destroy them, and make of you a great
nation?” God surely does not need to ask leave of Moses before destroy-
ing the Israelites, nor presumably can he be constrained by Moses’
efforts to block him. Perhaps the words, “Now let me be,” signal to
Moses that he does have some say in the matter. If he does indeed
let God be—if he does not in some way interfere or argue—then
Moses will in effect signal his implicit acceptance of God’s plan to

% See, for example, 1 Sam 17:34-37, where David seeks Saul’s consent to fight
Goliath by bragging that he will kill the Philistine just as he used to strike down
the wild bears and lions that threatened his father’s flock. David’s unseemly arro-
gance is met by a deafening silence. David adjusts his line of argument and speaks
a second time, more humbly: “The Lorp who saved me from lion and bear will
also save me from that Philistine,” to which Saul responds, “Then go and may the
Lorp be with you.” Employing double speech with no intervening response on the
part of David’s interlocutor, the narrator subtly signals Saul’s initial disapproval and
David’s subsequent realization that humility would serve him better than bravado.
For a discussion of this passage and other instances of double speech in biblical
and rabbinic texts, see Bernard Septimus, “Iterated Quotation Formulae in Talmudic
Narrative and Exegesis,” in the present volume.

' This understanding of God’s second speech is widespread in rabbinic litera-
ture (see, for example, Exod. Rab. 42:2, 9).
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do away with the Israelites and to begin again with Moses himself.
Another man might have been tempted; Moses is not.

In short, the double speech of God is not the result of two care-
lessly juxtaposed sources. The two speeches function together to gen-
erate the dramatic highpoint of the entire story, for in the interstice
between these two speeches, we sense that Israel’s fate hangs in the
balance and Moses—the only hope for Israel’s salvation—stands
frozen and unresponding. God’s hint that the very survival of the
nation depends on Moses (“Now let me be so that I can destroy
them!”) is enough to rouse him to action after his initial shock, and
indeed in v. 11 we read, “But Moses implored the Lorp his God,
saying ‘Let not your anger, O Lorp, blaze forth against your peo-
ple. ...”” Moses argues at length and in the end he succeeds. Precisely
by not letting God be, Moses ensures the survival of the nation—for
the nonce. God renounces his plan of wnmediate and total destruction
of the Israelites.

It must be emphasized that we are very far from any kind of res-
olution at this point in the story. Moses has done no more than secure
a stay of immediate execution. He has not asked for, nor obtained,
forgiveness, nor has he secured a promise that the Israelites will not
be punished for their deed. He has simply stopped God from the
furious and wholesale destruction of the people while they are engaged
in their sin. He does this by appealing to God’s vanity (if you kill
them, others will view you as an evil God who planned all along to
destroy the Israelites) and conscience (if you kill them, you will not
be able to fulfill your promise to the patriarchs). Like a parent calm-
ing an angry spouse ready to lash out at a disobedient child, Moses
seeks to assuage God’s anger so that a more reasonable and fitting
course of action can be decided upon in a quieter moment.

Having secured this stay of execution, Moses has bought the time
he needs to deal with the situation first hand. On the mountaintop,
Moses experienced only shock and then panic at the thought that
God might indeed destroy the people. He played the role appropriate
to him in God’s presence—assuaging God’s anger and pleading for
constraint. Now he turns from God to face the people and, carrying
the tablets, descends from the mountain. Verses 15-18 continue the
narrative suspense characteristic of the opening episodes. During his
descent, Moses first hears the sounds of the people’s revelry, then
sees their folly with his own eyes. Freed from the pacifying role forced
upon him on the mountaintop, his own anger, which grew with his
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perception of the situation, bursts forth. He casts the tablets from his
hand, and in v. 20, seizes and utterly destroys the calf—forcing the
Israelites to drink water upon which the calf’s dust has been strewn.”

Moses’ first and most immediate task—to halt the sin by destroy-
ing the calf—has been accomplished. But before he can seek God’s
forgiveness and reconciliation, he must restore order and ensure that
such a sin will not happen again. If a failure in leadership con-
tributed to the problem, that failure will have to be addressed. Moses
seeks out Aaron, the leader designated in Moses” absence.

Verses 21-24 are the second dramatic highpoint of the story as
the spotlight shifts to Aaron. Aaron, whose intentions and motivations
in the opening scene were obscure, must explain himself and answer
for his actions. In v. 21 Moses asks: “What did this people do to
you that you have brought such great sin upon them?” Moses is not
conducting an investigation, seeking information that will enable him
to determine whether or not Aaron is culpable, as many commentators
suppose.” Aaron’s culpability is clearly a foregone conclusion for Moses
(he believes that Aaron has brought a “great sin upon them”), and thus
his words are more accusatory than interrogative: What possible
excuse can there be for your having jeopardized everything? As the
leader of the moment, Aaron should have done whatever was nec-
essary to prevent the sin. The only motivation Moses can conjure for
Aaron’s failure to stop the people is vengeance, hence his angry and
disgusted question: What evil did they do to you that you repaid them
in this fashion, allowing them to sin so seriously that they will surely
be destroyed? One senses that the query is rhetorical—there can be
no justification for endangering the lives of those in one’s charge.

Aaron’s response holds the interpretative key to his character in
the opening scene: “Let not my Lorp be enraged; you know that
this people is bent on evil.” Offering no apology and assuming no
responsibility for his failure to prevent the sin, Aaron places the
blame squarely on the people. There is no stopping this people,
Aaron avers, ironically echoing God’s pronouncement that the Israelites
are a stiff-necked people deserving destruction. In vv. 23 and 24,
Aaron recounts the events that transpired while Moses was on the
mountaintop. The similarities and differences between Aaron’s account

» For a full discussion of this verse and its ancient Near Eastern parallels, sce
the excellent article by Begg, “The Destruction of the Calf.”

% See, for example, Lewy, “Story of the Golden Calf”; Brichto, “Worship of the
Golden Calf”; and Honeycutt, “Aaron, the Priesthood, and the Golden Calf.”
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and the narrator’s account of the opening scene are significant and
help to bring interpretative closure to the ambiguity surrounding
Aaron’s activities in vv. 1—6. Childs writes:

When Aaron relates the role of the people, he repeats verbatim the
entire dialogue as recorded in v. 1 along with its demand for other
gods and the abusive reference to Moses. When he comes then to his
own role in gathering the gold, the account is considerably abbrevi-
ated and minimizes Aaron’s own role. The people bring the gold of
their own accord, as if it had not been requested by him. When he
reaches the crucial point on the actual construction of the calf, Aaron’s
story diverges completely from the original account. He pictures him-
self uninvolved. The calf came out all by itself.?’

This truncated version downplays Aaron’s agency. Omitted are any
references to the altar and the feast—all instigated by Aaron. In
short, Aaron seeks to exonerate himself while condemning the peo-
ple, and we are led to suspect that his intentions were dishonorable
from the outset. A sympathetic reading of Aaron’s activity in vv. 1-6
is all but precluded following his pusillanimous effort at self-defense
in vv. 22-24. Our hopes for Aaron die in this speech and the con-
trast between Aaron and Moses is extreme, as Childs discerns:

Moreover, the fact that Aaron commences his defense with a broad
condemnation of the people as evil by nature and ends up disavow-
ing any responsibility for himself, hardly speaks well for Aaron . . . [and]
serves merely to highlight by contrast the role of the true mediator.
Aaron saw the people “bent on evil;” Moses defended them before
God’s hot anger (v. 11). Aaron exonerated himself from all active
involvement; Moses put his own life on the line for Israel’s sake. Aaron
was too weak to restrain the people; Moses was strong enough to
restrain even God.*

Moses is not fooled—he sees that Aaron is a weak and unfit leader
who has brought a great sin on the people. Verse 25 captures the
triangulation of false leadership, illicit cult-images, and mass chaos
leading to self-destruction so central to our story:* “Moses saw that
the people were out of control—since Aaron had let them get out
of control—so that they were a menace to any who might oppose

27 Childs, Exodus, 570.

% TIhid.

% So Stuart Lasine, “Reading Jeroboam’s Intentions: Intertextuality, Rhetoric,
and History in 1 Kings 12, in Reading Between Texts: Intertextuality and the Hebrew
Bible (ed. D. N. Fewell; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1992), 133-52, esp. 146.
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them.”* The people are out of control because Aaron their leader
allowed them to get out of control, creating a situation of extra-
ordinary danger for any who might now try to quell the crowd and
exert control. And yet this is precisely what Moses undertakes to do
in vv. 26—29.

Moses needs assistance and rallies to his side all those who are
“for the Lorp.” The Levites come running, and Moses issues a ter-
rible command (v. 27): “He said to them, “Thus says the Lorp, the
God of Isracl: Each of you put sword on thigh, go back and forth from
gate to gate throughout the camp, and slay brother, neighbor, and
kin.”” The idiom, “Thus says the Lorp,” occurs rarely in the Penta-
teuch and is generally reserved for prophetic pronouncements that fol-
low upon a direct revelation to the prophet by God. Yet here we have
no record of God’s instructions to Moses; indeed, the quick transition
from Moses’ shrewd assessment of the danger he faces (v. 25) to the
emergency measure spelled out in vv. 26-27 implies that Moses has
hatched this plan on his own. This suspicion is confirmed by the
narrator’s statement in v. 28: “The Levites did as Moses had bid-
den.” The command, it would appear, issues from Moses, not God.

What is the purpose of the slaughter? Pre-modern and modern
commentators alike have interpreted the Levites’ slaughter as a pun-
ishment of the guilty. For example:

[The command is to] come from all directions hither and thither, pass-
ing to and fro ... from one end of the camp to the other... [to] put
to death all those who, you know of a certainty sinned, in connection
with the calf] either because you were actually witnesses, or because they
were found guilty by the ordeal of drinking; spare no one, even if he
be your brother, or companion, or neighbour. It is better that a few
Israelites lose their lives than that the entire people should perish.”!

There is no indication in the text that the purpose of the slaughter
is punitive. Moses does not charge the Levites to kill those who are
surely guilty, even one’s close kin and neighbor. He simply charges
the Levites to kill brother, neighbor, and kin. In all likelihood, Moses

% The phrase lesimsah beqamehem is an exegetical crux. Begamehem refers to those
who would “stand against” or “oppose” them. The root sms means “to whisper”;
the noun simsah may refer to derision. The idea, perhaps, is that the people are so
unruly as (foolishly) to deride any who oppose them.

31 Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus (trans. 1. Abrahams; Jeru-
salem: Magnes, 1967), 421.
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seeks to identify persons zealous for God and so capable of imposing
order on the chaotic mob.*”

If this reading seems odd, consider again the scene immediately
preceding the Levite episode. Moses has confronted Aaron with his
culpability for the dreadful sin and mass rioting of the people, only
to find that even now he cannot rely on Aaron for assistance.
Moreover, Moses observes that the people will oppose any who might
try to quell them. Clearly he will need help to impose order on the
unruly mob, and that help will have to come from persons of a
fierce and fearless nature. And so his plan: whoever is for the Lorp
come to me, he cries, and simultaneously prove yourselves and bring
an end to the anarchy with a demonstration of zeal in God’s name—
a deadly and random slaughter of your own flesh and blood. The
gruesome deed done, Moses acclaims and installs the Levites as the
true servants of God. In short, the Levite episode is not simply a
punishment inflicted upon the guilty, as is widely assumed. It is a
desperate—and apparently successful—eftort by Moses at crowd con-
trol.™ And it is the central episode in what turns out to be a cautionary
tale regarding the critical importance of fit leaders: without effective
leaders the slide toward moral chaos and mob rule is inevitable, a
slide halted only by the extreme and brutal violence of zealots. The
Levites may be blessed for their deed (v. 29), but the reader senses
that any society that has fallen so far into riotous abandon as to
require the violent imposition of order by leaders of this type is more
cursed than blessed.™

The violence brings an end to the people’s riotous behavior. With
the calf eliminated, Aaron rebuked, and order reimposed, the task of
reconciliation can begin. On the following day, Moses addresses the

2 Leslie Brisman observes that Moses has not specified the guilty as the object of
slaughter and suggests that the Levites are being asked to display their zeal for God
(“Sacred Butchery: Exodus 32:25-29,” in Theological Exegesis: Essays in honor of Brevard
S. Chalds [ed. C. Seitz and K. Greene-McCreight; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999], 166).

% It is possible that the interpretation of the Levite episode as a punishment of
the guilty is influenced by Num 25:1-13. But the differences between this story and
our own are important. In Numbers, the narrator clearly informs us that God com-
mands Moses to have the ringleaders killed. Moses then turns to the officials, or
elders, and tells each to slay those of his men who are guilty of attaching them-
selves to Baal-Peor. In Exod 32, there is no instruction from God and no refer-
ence to guilt or innocence, suggesting again that a display of violence—more eflective
if random—is intended.

% For a critique of standard readings of the Levite episode as a positive piece of
propaganda written to promote Levite interests, see Brisman, “Sacred Butchery,” 178-81.
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people: “You have been guilty of a great sin. Yet I will now go up
to the Lorp; perhaps I may win forgiveness for your sin.” Verses 31-34
contain the dialogue between Moses and God over the appropriate
course of action with regard to the Israclites. Moses plays the part
of intercessor confessing the people’s sin openly and honestly (v. 31:
“Alas, this people is guilty of a great sin in making for themselves
a god of gold”) but asking for forbearance. Indeed, he would strike
a bargain with God: “Now, if you will forgive their sin [well and
good]; but if not, erase me from the record which You have written”
(v. 32). Moses” words here are a masterful inversion of God’s own
proposal to destroy the Israelites and save Moses alive. Moses makes
it clear that he is no Aaron—exonerating himself at the expense of
the people. Knowing that the people have sinned terribly, he attempts
no apology or defense (indeed there is none), but neither does he
conclude that the people are incorrigibly stiff-necked (v. 9) or, with
Aaron, that the people are disposed to evil (v. 22). Israel’s only
chance i1s forgiveness, and Moses stakes his life on that single chance.

Moses’ prayer for total forgiveness does not, in fact, succeed. God
will not forgive but neither will he destroy the people wholesale: “He
who has sinned against Me, him only will I erase from My record”
(v. 33). A just enough resolution—death for the guilty, resumption
of the covenant relationship with those who remain—and Moses rests
his case. God promises to settle accounts at some future date (v. 34).
Although some scholars read the promise of a future punishment as
a veiled allusion to the destruction of the northern kingdom, the
immediate narrative fulfillment of this promise is spelled out in the
very next verse—God sent a plague to punish the people (v. 33).

But God is not finished. In an ironic reversal of the people’s illicit
desire for ’elohum to go before them (Exod 32:1), God announces that
he will no longer go before the people himself but will appoint an
angel for the task (v. 34). God’s withdrawal from the Israclites is the
central theme of the next two chapters in Exodus. In Exod 33:4 the
news is greeted with mourning and removal of ornaments, prompt-
ing repeated efforts by Moses to regain God’s direct and unmedi-
ated leadership (33:12-34:9). Ultimately God relents (34:10-12), but
in so doing he makes it clear that his presence requires complete
and total abstinence from the gods and cultic practices of other peo-
ples, lest the blessing of that presence be rendered a curse.

The preceding analysis reveals a tightly organized and coherent
unity. The story unfolds in an orderly fashion: (1) the appointment
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of an interim leader (Exod 24:12—14); (2) the failure of that leader
to thwart the people’s sinful activity (32:1-6); (3) God’s impassioned
threat to destroy the entire nation for their sin (vv. 7-10); and (4)
Moses’ success in securing a stay of execution (vv. 11-14) prior to
returning to deal with the people (vv. 15-18), halt their idolatry (vv.
19-20), ascertain the failure of leadership (vv. 21-25), and reassert
control over the menacing mob through a display of violence (vv.
26-29)—a less than ideal course of action but one that threatens
inevitably when leaders fail to prevent anarchy. In the ensuing quiet,
(5) Moses reaches a negotiated settlement (vv. 30—32) that includes
punishment of the guilty and God’s partial withdrawal from those
remaining (32:33—-35; 33:1-3), now chastened and stripped of their
finery (33:4—6). (6) After subsequent intense negotiations, God resumes
his place at the head of the community (34:10-12).

The unity of the story is reinforced by recurring motifs and literary
linkages between the story’s episodes. The motif of the Exodus from
Egypt recurs seven times (32:1, 4, 7, 8, 11, 23; 33:1). In addition,
as Dozeman observes, the verb of seeing () is used in connection
with each of the dramatis personae in order to present the point of
view of each throughout the narrative (32:1, the people; 32:5, Aaron;
32:9, God; 32:19 and 25, Moses), and an overall chronological frame-
work is provided by temporal indicators: tomorrow (32:5), the next
morning (32:6), this/that day (32:28, 29), and the next day (32:30).”

B. Overall literary structure

I have argued that the narrative elements of our story signal a con-
cern with the theme of leadership and the devastating consequences
of failed leadership—a point that is not fully appreciated by most
commentators. Further support for the claim that leadership is a cen-
tral theme in Exod 32 may be adduced from an examination of the
overall literary structure of the chapter. As Ralph Hendrix has shown,
our chapter can be viewed as a chiastic series of units, whose pivot
point is none other than the Levite episode.*

% Dozeman, “Moses: Divine Servant and Israelite Hero,” 48-49.
% Ralph E. Hendrix, “A Literary Structural Analysis of the Golden-Calf Episode
in Ex 32:1-33:6,” AUSS 28 (1990): 211-17.
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A 32:1-6 People act, and Aaron (vHwn’s High Priest) reacts
B 32:7-10 God’s two utterances vayedabber, vayyo’mer
C  32:11-14 Moses intercedes
D 32:15-20 Moses goes down the mountain
E  32:21-25 Judgment: investigative phase
I 32:26a OPPORTUNITY FOR REPENTANCE
E* 32:26b—29 Judgment: executive phase
D 32:30 Moses goes up the mountain
G 32:31-32 Moses intercedes
B' 32:33-33:3 God’s two utterances vayyo’mer, vayeddaber
A" 33:4-6 God acts and People react”

According to Hendrix, action and reaction are inverted in A and
A" In A the people request “elohim, and Aaron, God’s priest, reacts
by taking their ornaments and making a calf. In A® God warns the
people of the dangers of a jealous ’elofim in their midst and tells
them to remove their ornaments. Sections B and B® contain double
speeches by God which are parallel both formally and substantively.
The formal parallelism occurs with the inversion of two verbs of
speech (vayeddaber, vayyo’mer of B becomes vayyo’mer, vayeddaber in B").
Substantively, both vayeddaber speeches refer to “the people whom
you brought from the land of Egypt” and both wvayyo’mer speeches
concern the destruction/punishment God will mete out upon the
people. In sections G and C°, Moses intercedes for the people before
God, the first time requesting a stay of execution, the second time
requesting total forgiveness. Sections D and D" feature an inverse
parallelism. In D, Moses goes down the mountain and breaks the
tablets. In D", Moses goes up the mountain in the hope of restor-
ing the people to God.

Hendrix describes the three central sections (E, E, and the pivot
point F) as forming a unit of judgment consisting of an investiga-
tive stage (E) in which Moses seeks information in order to assess
the sin of the people, and an executive stage (E°) in which Moses
instigates the punishment of execution. Sandwiched between these
phases (I) 1s his call for those faithful to God. Thus, the pivot point
of the entire chapter is Moses” cry, “Whoever is for the Lorp, come

7 Ihid., 212.

% This summary is based on, but is not a full representation of, Hendrix’s analysis.
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to me!” which Hendrix reads as an implicit assertion of the opportunity
for repentance in the midst of the judgment process.

While I accept Hendrix’s analysis of the literary structure of our
story, I do not agree with his interpretation of sections E, I and E".
Hendrix’s reading assumes that (1) Moses’ question in v. 21 is gen-
uinely investigative; (2) Moses’ question is directed at assessing the
sin of the people; and (3) the Levites’ action is punitive. However,
Moses is not seeking to determine whether, or why, the people have
sinned. He has no doubt that the people have sinned and, as argued
above, he equally has no doubt that Aaron is responsible. His words
in v. 21 are more c¢ri-de-coeur than question—What could they pos-
sibly have done to you, Aaron, that would provoke you to such irre-
sponsible endangerment of their lives!? Aaron’s response makes it
clear that he will be of no assistance in restoring order, and Moses
turns to fierce zealots to halt the anarchy by a show of force. Restoring
order, not punishing the guilty, is the primary narrative function of
the Levites” actions.” Understood in this way, Moses’ cry in v. 26a
is not a call for repentance but a call for reinforcements in his strug-
gle against the mob. Below is a modified description of E, F, and
E® to replace that of Hendrix.

E  32:21-25 Failure of Aaron’s leadership confirmed—total
anarchy observed
F 52:26a Call for those zealous for the Lord

E* 32:26b—29 Reassertion of control through brutality—anar-

chy ceases

Hendrix is absolutely correct in identifying Exod 32:26a (“Whoever
is for the Lorp, come to me!”) as the central element and turning
point in our story. However, whether this “turning point” is acme or
nadir is precisely the question. Those who interpret the Levites’ action
as an execution of the guilty have with rare exception argued for a
positive interpretation of the deed:* the Levites display a heroic for-
titude in their execution of the guilty—including friends and family

% That the Levites killed only guilty persons is not inconceivable and certainly
not inconsistent with my claim that the primary narrative function of this episode is
the reassertion of authority in a state of anarchy. However, in my view there is no
clear textual evidence for interpreting the Levite episode as punitive. The narra-
tor’s ambiguity—or silence—on this point suggests that it is not a significant fea-
ture of the episode.

* For a negative interpretation, see Brisman, “Sacred Butchery.”
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members—and by eliminating the guilty they pave the way for rec-
onciliation with God. I have already suggested that this reading of
the Levites’ activity is not persuasive, if only because (a) Moses (not
God) commands the killing of friends and family without reference
to guilt, and (b) the punishment of the people occurs later in v. 35.
I am inclined to understand this “turning point” as a nadir—toward
which the story has inexorably tended from the very first. The fail-
ure of a community’s legitimate leaders to exercise authority respon-
sibly results in anarchy, which can be ended only by resort to brutality
and violence. The Levites may indeed be heroes, blessed for their
role in restoring the community to order, but they are dark heroes
whose services—one hopes—will not be required in the future.

Thus, from the point of view of both narrative structure and over-
all literary structure, Exod 32:1-33:6 forms a tightly organized and
coherent unity that thematizes the connection between false leader-
ship, illicit cult images, and social anarchy.*’ The narratological and
structural coherence of the chapter makes the identification of inter-
polations a dubious endeavor. Moreover, linguistic resonances with
material in Deuteronomy are not determinative of Deuteronomistic
provenance. As Anthony Phillips has argued, the Tetrateuch con-
tains material that foreshadows what comes to be known as Deuter-
onomistic but should itself be identified as proto-Deuteronomistic
(e.g., the hortatory anti-Canaanite epilogue in Exod 23:20—33 antici-
pates rather than presupposes Deuteronomistic theology).** Thus,
Exod 32:7-14, often assigned to the Deuteronomistic school, con-
tains language and themes scattered throughout the Tetrateuch (cf.
Num 14:13-19) and is simply not demonstrably Deuteronomistic.
Finally, our literary analysis suggests that the structural and narra-
tive focal point of the story is 32:26a. Yet v. 26a occurs in the very
unit (vv. 25-29, the Levite episode) perceived by the vast majority
of scholars as a late addition inserted to justify the role of the Levites
in the later Judean state, or as propaganda against the northern
kingdom. Against this widespread perception, the structural and nar-
rative centrality of this unit must be asserted. Iar from being a late
insertion, the Levite episode may well have been an integral com-
ponent of the story from its inception.”

" On this connection see Lasine, “Reading Jeroboam’s Intentions,” 146-47.
* See Anthony Phillips, “A Fresh Look at the Sinai Pericope,” VT 39 (1984):
282-94, esp. 292.

¥ Supporting this claim is the parallelism that obtains between the Levites® zealous
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C. Response to points (a) through (i) in Section II above

We are now in a position to address those features of the text con-
strued by scholars as symptoms of narrative disunity and interpolation.

a. Verses 7—14 do not anticipate subsequent events

God’s revelation of the people’s sin does not anticipate Moses’ first-
hand witnessing of the people’s activity in vv. 15-19 nor is Moses’
outburst of anger in vv. 19-20 jarring and unmotivated. On the
mountaintop, Moses is shocked by the news of Israel’s sin, but in the
face of God’s destructive fury he has but one clear course of action—
he must contain God’s raging anger long enough to turn the people
around and effect a reconciliation. Once this goal is achieved he leaves
God and turns toward the people. When confronted with the full vision
of the people’s folly he, like God, is outraged and acts accordingly.

b. There are not two prayers for forgiveness, one apparently successful and
one not

Moses’ two prayers serve entirely different functions. Only the sec-
ond prayer is a prayer for forgiveness. Indeed, only the second prayer
could be a prayer for forgiveness, since the people are still actively
sinning at the time of Moses’ first conversation with God. In his first
conversation Moses seeks no more than a stay of execution before
restoring order and returning to God to petition for forgiveness.

c. Forgiveness does not stand in tension with punishment

Since vv. 14 and 15 do not constitute a prayer for forgiveness, there
is no tension between forgiveness and punishment in the story. God
does not forgive Israel in v. 15 only to retract this forgiveness in
v. 33 and execute punishment in v. 35 as some scholars claim. In
v. 15 God merely renounces his plan to summarily obliterate the
entire nation and begin again with Moses.

d. The story does not _feature multiple punishments

As argued above, two of the punishments identified by scholars are
not best understood as punishments. As Begg has shown, the forced
drinking of the dust-strewn water (v. 20) is the final step in a series

response to Moses’ call for supporters and the people’s zealous response to Aaron’s
call for a feast. See further Perlitt, who also disputes the view of Exod 32:25-29
as an addition (Bundestheologie, 209).
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of eliminative acts attested in cognate literatures and may be viewed
as something of an ancient literary topos.** Moreover, as I have
argued, the slaughter by the Levites is not clearly a slaughter of the
guilty but a demonstration of zeal that serves to bring the anarchists
to order. Finally, the unspecified punishment mentioned in v. 34 (“I
will bring them to account for their sins”) is in all likelihood iden-
tical with, rather than distinct from, the plague mentioned in v. 35.

Nevertheless, to play devil’s advocate for a moment, let us sup-
pose that we do have four discrete punishments in our story. Does
the existence of multiple punishments point to disparate sources? Not
necessarily. There is biblical precedent for multiple punishments. In
Num 25:1-13, some sinners are put to the sword, while others are
killed by a plague. The integration of the two punishments (the
plague is halted by the zealot Phineas’s slaughter) suggests that they
do not derive from juxtaposed sources. Moreover, in Num 25, the
two punishments serve distinct purposes: the slaughter is directed at
the ringleaders while the plague smites the people generally (a dis-
tinction imported into Exod 32 by commentators).

e. Although Aaron’s intentions are ambiguous, there are not here two contradictory
views of Aaron—-one innocent and exonerated, the other guilly and condemned
Many scholars are misled by the narrator’s suspenseful suppression
of detail in vv. 1-6 into supposing that Aaron is blameless or even
righteous. Thus, Honeycutt refers to certain suggestions of innocence
in vv. 1-6, which imply that the sin was caused by Moses’ delay
and was initiated by the people, and that Aaron may even have
remained faithful to God.* Likewise, Lewy reads v. 5, in which
Aaron builds an altar and calls for a festival to yHwH, as an e