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THE LION AND THE ASS

A COMMENTARY ON THE BOOK OF GENESIS

(CHAPTERS 11-20)

Robert Sacks

St. John's College

ChapterXI

1 . All of the Earth was ofone language and spoke offew things.

The NewWay, as distinguished from all previous experiments, will not begin

with man as a whole. Since the new plan is to begin with a very small part of

mankind, it presupposes the division of man into many families and into diverse

ways. The present account of that division is the second Biblical account, since a

more gentle account of the division of mankind according to their languages had

already been given in the previous chapter. Again, each is intended to reveal an

aspect of the origins.

The King James translation, And the whole earth was ofone language, and of
one speech, is insufficient since the Hebrew word for one appears here in the plural

and signifies few. (See Gen. 27:44 and 29:20.)

The last phrase implies that in the early stages ofman 's development life was

simple, as were his thoughts and desires.

2 . And it came topass, as theyjourneyedfrom the east, that they found aplain in the land

ofShinar; and they dwell there.

3 . And they said one to another, Go to, let us make brick, and burn them thoroughly. And

they had brickfor stone, and slime had theyformortar.

4. And they said, Go to, let us build us a city and a Tower, whose top may reach unto

heaven; and let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the

whole earth.

The men begin their work in a plain. The Tower is to be completely the

product of their own labor, and to begin on a mountaintop would mean to accept

the assistance of nature . Neither stone nor wood is used in the construction , but the

men make their own bricks from the poorest material nature could afford.

The building of the Tower itself presupposes a rejection of the bonds by which

the Covenant holds heaven and earth together, just as the building of a city

presupposes the rejection of any natural political bonds. The Tower was intended

to provide a refuge from any further deluge. Thinking they could establish a home

for themselves above the waters they planned to build the Tower whose top may

This is the second part of a longer work by Robert Sacks on the Book ofGenesis. The later parts will

appear in subsequent issues. Ed.
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reach unto heaven. For these men nothing is secure that does not have its origins

wholly within themselves.

The divine plan, which called for a fruitful world with men spreading

themselves throughout the whole, would have been disturbed by the Tower. In this

sense, the Tower shows both their pride and their cowardice. While they wish to

reach the heights ofheaven they cannot fully face the true task that has been placed

before them.

TheAmericanNavahos also tell a story about a tower, but their understanding

of the human condition is very different. The original world in which First Woman

and First Man found themselves was poor, narrow, and dark. Neither an Eden nor a

Convenant was provided by the gods. Only with great pain and labor were they

able to pull themselves up out of successive worlds, finally reaching the one they
now inhabit. For them, it is not the gifts of nature or the gods but the labor of men

which makes life at all bearable.

The Biblical account of the Towermay contain a reference to another account

which did present itself at that time as a fundamental alternative to the Biblical

understanding of the world. In the first tablet of the Gilgamesh, the hero begins as

the king of a great city whose foundation is also made of burnt bricks. At the end of

his voyage, when he has lost his last chance for the immortality of the gods,

Gilgamesh returns, only to realize that his true immortality had already been

ensured by the name he hadmadefor himself founding the city ofUruk, the city of

burnt bricks.

5. And the Lord came down to see the city and the Tower, which the children ofmen

budded.

6. And the Lord said, Behold the people is one, and they have all one language; and this

they begin to do: and now nothing will be restrained from them, which they have

imagined to do .

The repetition of the phrase one language without the words and spoke offew

things may imply that these men have begun to use their speech for bigger things

and no longer use it merely to communicate simple thoughts.

7. Go to, let us go down, and there confound their language, that they may not

understand one another's speech.

As in Gen. 1:26, God again speaks ofHimself in the plural. In the Gilgamesh,

when the time had come for the Flood, there was a debate among the gods. Some

were in favor of the Flood, and some were opposed. There were many sides to be

considered in determining what was just and what was unjust. Each side could be
heard because there were many gods present. Monotheism would appear either as

tyranny or as the assumption that there are no legitimate problems on the highest

level, that everything thoughtful men considered to be problematic is ultimately
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mundane, since on the highest level only one side can be defended or for that

matter even stated. Again, some acknowledgment of pagan insight is necessary.

The unity ofGod in monotheism must be wide enough to include all sides. To that

extent a certain kind ofmanyness must still be present.

8. And from there the Lord scattered them upon the face of the whole earth and they

ceased to build the city.

By confusing their languages and scattering the men, God does nothing more

than ensure the original blessing that man is to inherit the whole of the earth,

though the men of the Tower may not understand God 's action .

9. Therefore is the name of it called Babel; because the Lord did there confound the

language ofall the earth: andfrom thence did the Lord scatter them abroad upon the

face ofall the earth.

Though the net result is the settling of the whole earth, the world is now

divided into many different languages. As a result, we shall have to face the

problem of the differences in languages, customs, and ways, in establishing the

Way of Law.

10. These are the generations of Shem: Shem was an hundred years old, and begat

Ar-phaxad two years after the Flood:

11. And Shem lived after he begat Ar-phaxad five hundred years, and begat sons and

daughters.

12 . AndAr-phaxad livedfive and thirty years, and begat Salah;

13. And Ar-phaxad lived after he begat Salah four hundred and three years, and begat

sons and daughters.

14. And Salah lived thirty years, and begat Eber:

15. And Salah lived after he begat Eberfour hundred and three years , and begat sons and

daughters.

16. And Eber livedfour and thirty years, and begat Peleg.

17. And Eber lived after he begat Pelegfour hundred and thirty years, and begat sons and

daughters.

18. And Peleg lived thirty years, and begat Reu:

19. And Peleg lived after he begat Reu two hundred and nine years, and begat sons and

daughters.

20. AndReu lived two and thirty years and begat Serug:

21. And Reu lived after he begat Serug two hundred and seven years, and begat sons and

daughters.

22 . And Serug lived thirty years, and begatNahor:

23. And Serug lived after he begat Nahor two hundred years, and begat sons and

daughters.

24. And Nahor lived nine and twenty rears, and begat Terah:
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25.

26.

27.

28-.

29.

30.

31.

32.

And Nahor lived after he begat Terah an hundred and nineteen years, and begat sons

and daughters .

And Terah lived seventy years, and begatAbram, Nahor, andHaran.

Now these are the generations ofTerah: Terah begatAbram, Nahor, and Haran; and

Haran begat Lot.

And Haran died before his father Terah in the land of his nativity, in Ur of the

Chaldees.

AndAbram andNahor took them wives: the name ofAbram s wife was Sarai; and the

name ofNahor's wife, Milcah, the daughter ofHaran, the father ofMilcah, and the

father ofIscah.

But Sarai was barren; she had no child.

And Terah tookAbram his son, andLot the son ofHaran his son's son, and Sarai his

daughter-in-law, his son Abram's wife; and they went forth with them from Ur of the

Chaldees, to go into the landofCanaan; and they came untoHaran, anddwelt there.

And the days ofTerah were two hundred and five years: and Terah died in Haran .

The account of the generations is the one connection we have with the

antediluvian period. The statement that Shem was an hundred years old two years

after the Flood is roughly in agreement with the earlier information according to

which Noah's children were born when he was 500 years old, 100 years before the

Flood. Before discussing the chapter in detail, the information it contains should

be rewritten in the form of a chart:

Birth in Death in

Age at Years Years

Birth of Remainder Age at After the After the

Name First Son ofLife Death Flood Flood

Noah 300

Shem 100 500 600 500

Ar-phaxad 35 403 438 2 440

Salah 30 403 433 37 470

Eber 34 430 464 67 531

Peleg 30 209 239 101 340

Reu 32 207 239 131 370

Serug 30 200 230 163 393

Nahor 29 119 148 193 341

Terah 70 135 205 222 427

Abram 86*
89 175 292 467

Abraham 99t 76 175 292 467

Isaac 60 120 180 391 571

Jacob 40 107 147 451 598

Joseph 110 511 621

*The birth of Ishmael.

tThe birth of Isaac
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The longevity characteristic of the antediluvian period clearly continues for

some time. There are, however, certain major deviations from the pattern. Until

the birth ofTerah, most men begot their first child at a reasonable age, between 29

and 35. This accomplishes two things. First, while the longevity is needed for the

rapid population of the earth as a whole, the time span itself, in terms of genera

tions, is the same as one would normally expect in our own day. It also provides the

possibility of stressing the fact that Isaac was born when Abraham was an oldman.

As will prove of some importance later, however, the miraculous birth of a son at

such an advanced age begins with Terah, not with Abraham.

Abraham was born in the year 292 after the Flood and his son Ishmael in the

year 378. Noah died in the year 300. According to this calculation, Abraham was

the last man to be born who could have known Noah. It seems doubtful that this

could be accidental since it is so closely connected to the fact that Noah was the

first man who could not have known Man. By this device the author stresses the

continuity between the Covenant ofNoah and the Convenant ofAbraham.

Much of the material in this chapterwill be of relevance later on, but Verse 31

is important at this point. Terah, apparently without any divine command, has left

the home of his fathers to set out for Canaan, the land which will turn out to be the

Promised Land, as has already been alluded to in Gen. 9:25ff. As we know from

the rest of the story, the New Way, the Way of Law, requires the singling out of a

particular people. Because of the division and scattering of mankind, any law or

custom must begin as the specific law of a specific people.

The story of Terah, in many ways, reads like the story of Abraham. His

children were born when he was very old, and he suddenly left the land of his

fathers to begin a new life in the land ofCanaan. The obvious distinction between

the two stories is that Terah 's decision was made by himself. Apparently Terah saw

the need for doing what God would later command Abram to do. As in so many

other cases, such as kingship and the building of cities, God always waits to see

what direction man will take. The first man to discover a way is never capable of

completing that way by himself, and so Terah never reached the land of Canaan,

and the Lord chose Abram to complete the journey.

ChapterXII

1 . Now the Lord had said untoAbram, Get thee out ofthy country, andfrom thy kindred,

andfrom thyfather's house, unto a land that I will shew thee:

God 's first words to Abram are abrupt and clear. The words get thee strike the

eye with great force since the Hebrew phrase is composed of two, short, two-letter

words that are both spelled the same way. They were intended to attract the eye

since they will be repeated again under very different circumstances.
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Nachmanides rightly points out that "It is hard to leave one 's country where

one has all one's associations. It is harder to leave one's kindred, and still more so

one's father's
house."

While there is a great deal of importance in what

Nachmanides says, it is hard to forget that Abram s ancestral ties were not in Haran

but in Ur. This verse gains its full power only if the decision Terah made in the

beginning is included as an integral part of the whole break with the past.

2 . And Iwill make ofthee a great nation, and Iwill bless thee, andmake thy name great;

and thou shalt be a blessing:

In studying the formation of the Western tradition, one cannot help but be

impressed by the extent to which the author foresaw the effect his book would

have. Ourmain task, however, is to understand what effect the author believed this

moment would or could have on mankind as awhole. Without that understanding it

would be almost impossible to grasp the overwhelming effect it has, in fact, had.

At this point let us be satisfied with merely raising the question, since the answer

will be very long and will constitute a good portion of the commentary from this

point on.

3 . And Iwill bless them that bless thee, and curse him that curseth thee: and in thee shall

allfamilies of the earth be blessed.

This verse appears to cut time into two periods: one in which the new nation is

growing, needing encouragement and care; the otherwhen the distinction between

nations will disappear and all nations will be blessed. The switch from the plural to

the singular in the first part of the sentence is probably not accidental . The blessing
is upon a whole, but the curse is only for that individual who so merits.

4. So Abram departed, as the Lord had spoken unto him; and Lot went with him: and

Abram was seventy and five years old when he departed out ofHaran.

For reasons that go well beyond human imagination
, Abram has accepted this

radical break with the past, but his decision to take Lot with him shows he has not

forgotten simple family duty as most of us know it. At the same time Abram 's

relationship to Lot contains the seeds of the fulfillment of the promise that in the

New Way the whole world will be blessed. God has decided to start in a small way

by choosing one nation to bring the blessing. In the beginning the small nation

would have to be by itself so that itmight grow. The Torah contains a constant play
on the distinction between the Chosen People and the rest ofmankind. In general,

it is clearly and sharply distinguished from all other nations. At the same time there

are other nations, like the descendants of Lot and the descendants of Laban, who
are somehow included and somehow not included. Although the new nation must

develop on its own, apart from outside influence, there must be some bridge
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linking it to the rest of the nations. In the course of this commentary we shall see

many such bridges being built. Many of them will collapse, but the search will

continue. The descendants of Lot will form the first such bridge.

5 . AndAbram took Sarai his wife, and Lot his brother's son, and all their substance that

they had gathered, and the souls that they had gotten in Haran; and they wentforth to

go into the land ofCanaan; and into the land ofCanaan they came.

Verse 5 is an intentional paraphrase ofGen. 11:31:

And Terah took Abram his son, and Lot the son of Haran his son's son, and Sarai his

daughter-in-law, his son Abram's wife; and they went forth with them from Ur of the

Chaldees, to go into the land ofCanaan; and they came untoHaran, and dwelt there.

The verses are almost identical in many ways apart from the crucial words at

the end of Verse 5. The time spent in Haran, however, was not lost. During this

period of his life, Abram acquired the means he would need for his task.

6. AndAbram passed through the land unto theplace ofSichem, unto theplain ofMoreh.

And the Canaanite was then in the land.

1 . And the Lord appeared unto Abram, and said, Unto thy seed will I give this land: and

there budded he an altar unto the Lord, who appeared unto him.

8. And he removedfrom thence unto a mountain on the east ofBeth-el, and pitched his

tent, having Beth-el on the west, and Hai on the east: and there he budded an altar

unto the Lord, and called upon the name of the Lord.

The antediluvian period is over, and these passages are filled with names that

will occur many times throughout the text. This verse will mark a turning point in

the book and its relation to its readers. From this point on, names and places will be

filled with memories, and readers will not be able to follow what is being said in the

text if they do not share those memories. Abram's first sight of the new land was

the same one that the new nation would have after their 400 years of slavery in

Egypt. That part of the land Abram passes through is the land his children will first

glimpse on their return:

Are they not on the other side Jordan, by the way where the sun goeth down , in the landofthe

Canaan-ites, which dwell in the champaign over against Gilgal, beside the plains of

Moreh? (Deut. 11:30)

Then he pitched his tent between Beth-el and Ai and built the second altar on the

place where Joshua would first camp when he and the Children of Israel finally
entered the land:

Joshua therefore sent themforth: and they went to lie in ambush, and abode between Beth-el
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andAi, on the west side ofAi: but Joshua lodged that night among the people.
(Josh. 8:9)

9. AndAbram journeyed, going on still toward the south.

10. And there was afamine in the land: andAbram went down into Egypt to sojourn there;

for thefamine was grievous in the land.

Abram 's journey is beginning to look like a pastiche of the centuries to come.

A famine sent him into Egypt in the same way in which a famine will send his

descendants there many years later (Gen. 43:1).

11. And it came to pass, when he was come near to enter into Egypt, that he said unto

Sarai his wife, Behold now, I know that thou art afair woman to look upon:

12. Therefore it shall come to pass, when the Egyptians shall see thee, that they shall say,

This is his wife: and they will kill me, but they will save thee alive.

13. Say, I pray thee, thou art my sister: that it may be well with me for thy sake; and my

soul shall live because of thee.

14. And it came to pass, that, whenAbram was come into Egypt, the Egyptians beheld the

woman that she was veryfair.

The theme of this story will recur twice in the book: once when Abraham

meets Abimelech, King of Gerar, and once again when Isaac returns to Gerar.

Most of the story Abram s lie and his fears can only be understood in the light

of his visit to Abimelech. For that reason most ofour remarks concerning this story

will be reserved for Chapter 20. Nevertheless, certain aspects of the story should

be discussed at this time.

The immediate cause ofAbram's difficulties is Sarai 's beauty. In the follow

ing chapters beauty will almost lead Abraham to cause the death of a very noble

man named Abimelech. Joseph s fall and rise to power in Egypt will come about

through the ambiguous virtue of beauty as well. The seventeenth verse ofChapter

29 reads: Leah was tender-eyed: butRachel was beautiful andwell-favoured. Jacob

preferred Rachel's beauty, but God seems to have preferred the tenderness of

Leah's eyes. When the word appears for the last time in Genesis, it is used in

relation to the seven beautiful kine of Pharaoh 's dream who were devoured by the

seven kine who grew no fatter. Their beauty left no mark and was gone. From the

point of view ofGenesis, beauty seems to be tenuous at best (for further develop
ment and substantiation of this, see commentary to Gen. 23:1). A careful check by
the reader will reveal that most Biblical authors share this view.

15. The princes also ofPharaoh saw her, and commended her before Pharaoh: and the

woman was taken into Pharaoh's house.

16. And he entreatedAbram wellfor her sake: and he had sheep, and oxen, and he asses,

andmenservants, andmaidservants, and she asses, and camels.

It is probably intentional that the Pharaoh is not named, thus strengthening the

parallel between Abram s stay in Egypt and that of his descendants.
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17. And the Lord plagued Pharaoh and his house with great plagues because ofSarai

Abram's wife .

18. AndPharaoh calledAbram, andsaid, What is this that thou hast done unto me? Why

didst thou not tellme that she was thy wife?

19. Why saidst thou, She is my sister? So I might have taken her to me to wife: now

therefore behold thy wife, take her, and go thy way.

20. And Pharaoh commanded his men concerning him: and they sent him away, and his

wife, and all that he had.

The plague the Lord sent upon Pharaoh and his house is similar to the plague

that will be sent upon Pharaoh 400 years later at the time ofMoses, and that plague

will again be connected with his
descendants'

flight from Egypt.

In the chapters that follow, Abram (orAbraham) will continue to live through

the experiences his descendants will have after leaving Egypt. These travels will

occupy Abraham until the birth of his son, Isaac. As founder of the New Way,

Abrahammust live through the whole from the beginning in order to see where it is

going. We have seen him suffer from their famines, and we shall see him fight their

wars. Only after he has a clear notion of where the whole is going will he beget a

son.

For a fuller discussion of this chapter as it applies to Abraham as an indi

vidual, see the commentary to Chapter 20.

ChapterXIII

1 . And Abram went up out ofEgypt, he, and his wife and all that he had, and Lot with

him, into the south.

2. AndAbram was very rich in cattle, in silver, and in gold.

3 . And he went on his journeysfrom the south even to Beth-el, unto the place where his

tent had been at the beginning, between Beth-el andAi;

4. Unto the place of the altar, which he had made there at the first: and there Abram

called on the name of the Lord.

Within these last verses, a great deal is made ofAbram's wealth. The Biblical

prophets in general are not presented as poor men. They are educated and have

sufficient means to retain their independence. A certain amount of wealth will

clearly be required for the fulfillment of the New Way. In the beginning these

necessities were available, leaving Abram free to concern himself with other

matters. Abram's nomadic life does not require great riches, yet he has sufficient

means for that kind of nobility which will be required in Chapter 14.

5 . And Lot also, which went with Abram, hadflocks, and herds, and tents.

6. And the land was not able to bear them, that they might dwell together: for their

substance was great, so that they could not dwell together.



10 Interpretation

1 . And there was a strife between the herdmen ofAbram's cattle and the herdmen ofLot's

cattle: and the Canaan-ite and the Periz-zite dwelled then in the land.

The break between Lot and Abram arises not because of poverty but because

of riches, and is indicative of the general problems facing the author. The strife

was not between Lot and Abram, but between their herdsmen. Men naturally tend

to fall into small groups where intimate relationships are possible, but small groups

tend to struggle with each other, especially when interdependence is no longer

necessary. This division is the beginning of the long account of the strivings for the

universal blessing spoken of in the beginning ofChapter 12.

8 . AndAbram said unto Lot, Let there be no strife, Ipray thee, betweenme and thee, and

between my herdmen and thy herdmen;for we be brethren.

9. Is not the whole land before thee? Separate thyself, I pray thee, from me: if thou wilt

take the left hand, then I will go to the right; or if thou depart to the right hand, then I

will go to the left.

10. And Lot lifted up his eyes, and beheld all the plain ofJordan, that it was well watered

everywhere , before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah, even as the Garden of
the Lord, like the land ofEgypt, as thou comest unto Zoar.

1 1 . Then Lot chose him all theplain ofJordan ; andLotjourneyed east: and they separated

themselves the onefrom the other.

Abram shows a natural magnanimity in the largesse of his reply. While he has

means he is unwilling to struggle over them. If division becomes necessary, Lot is

given the choice, even though Abram is the elder. Lot's choice of the eastern

section is part of a general tendency within the book, which was described in the

commentary to Gen. 4:16.

12. Abram dwelled in the land ofCanaan, and Lot dwelled in the cities of the plain, and

pitched his tent toward Sodom .

13 . But the men ofSodom were bad and sinners before the Lord exceedingly.

By now, we know the importance of the fact that Lot chooses the city and

Abram lives in the country. Lot should not be judged too harshly, however; he still
lives in a tent, even though he pitches it near the city.

14. And the Lord said unto Abram, after that Lot was separated from him, Lift up now
thine eyes, and look from the place where thou art northward, and southward, and

eastward, and westward:

15. For all the land which thou seest, to thee will I give it. and to thy seedfor ever
16. And Iwillmake thy seed as the dust ofthe earth: so that ifa man can number the dust of

the earth, then shall thy seed also be numbered.

There is a curious inversion in the simile of the dust of the earth, which once
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referred to man's mortality but now refers to his fruitfulness. Inversion through

sanctification is not a specifically Biblical device. It is fundamental in pagan myth

as well. While poetry emerged as the refining and ennoblement of man's baser

passions, Biblical limitations on such ideas are marked by sobriety and have their

origins more in the recognition ofman's needs than in their glorification.

17. Rise up, walk about the land, through its length and its breadth, for I give it to \ou.

18. AndAbram moved his tent, and came to dwell atElon Mamre , which is inHebron; and

he built an altar to the Lord there.

The chapter ends by continuing the main theme ofChapter 12 . Abram sees the

whole of the Promised Land from the same vantage point from which itwill be seen

by the spiesMoses sends out to view the land:

And they ascended by the south, and came unto Hebron; where A-himan, Sheshai, and

Talmai, the children ofAnak, were. (Now Hebron was built seven years before Zoan in

Egypt.) (Num. 13:22)

The spies see a land flowing with milk and honey, but a land of giants as well. If

Abram is to continue living through the future life of his descendants, we should

expect to see a great war between him and the Canaanites in the next chapter.

ChapterXIV

1 . And it came to pass in the days ofAmra-phel king ofShinar, Ari-och king ofElla-sar,

Ched-or-laomer king ofElam, and Tidal king ofnations;

2. That these made war with Bera king ofSodom, and with Birsha king ofGo-morrah,

Shinab king ofAdmah, and Shem-eber king ofZe-boi-im, and the king ofBela, which

is Zoar.

The war anticipated at the end of the previous chapter has come. But the

combatants are not those whom we had expected. If the pattern that was begun in

the previous chapter had continued, there would have been a war between Abram

and various Canaanite tribes. On the contrary, Abram is not even involved in the

war at first. The names of the combatants mean very little even to those who have

read the later books. Apart from this verse, Amraphel appears to be totally

unknown to the author, though some modern scholars have connected him with

Hammurabi. His kingdom, the land of Shinar, is not quite so unknown. It was the

home ofNimrod, and the grounds upon which the Tower of Babel stood.

Arioch, king of Ellasar, is otherwise completely unknown to the Biblical

author, as is his kingdom, though modern sources believe it was in Babylon.

Chedorlaomer, king of Elan, has also left no traces. Elan, however, appears

together with Babylon in the Book of Jeremiah as one of Israel's enemies (Jer.
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49:36ff). Tidal, the king of nations, though he must be strong, could be almost

anyone.

These kings make up one side of the war. The others are all kings of dead

cities. All these cities but one will be completely destroyed. Sodom and Gomorrah

will be explicitly destroyed in Chapter 18, and according to Deut. 29:23, Admah

and Zeboiim will be destroyed along with them. Only Zoar will remain. Nor will

the names of their kings ever be mentioned again, except if one is to suppose that

this Bela is the same King Bela who ruled in the land eventually settled by the sons

of Esau (see Gen. 36:32).

The war that had been expected between Abram and the Canaanites seems to

have been replaced by a war between the ancestors of the Canaanites and the

ancestors of the Babylonians, a war thatwill findAbram defending the Canaanites,

regardless of however tenuous that league may be. Shinar will be mentioned only

once more in the whole of the Bible. The name will come up again soon after

Joshua enters the Promised Land.

When Joshua's men were about to take the city of Ai, he gave them strict

orders not to take any spoils, but to burn the whole contents of the city. The men

were not to be enriched by the artifacts, wealth, or possessions of that people. All

of the things aman owns and uses every day, and that usually vary in size and shape

from city to city and from people to people, carry with them ghosts of the goals,

customs ,
and ways of life that theirmaker put into them . It is hard to cook in the pot

of another man without, in part, eating his food. Joshua's strict instructions to the

men not to enrich themselves by the spoils of the city were based on his keen

awareness of the relation ofmen to the things they make.

Joshua's first attack was unsuccessful because a man named Achan was

attracted to a garment made in Shinar, which he found in Ai (Josh. 7:20,21). After
the battle, Joshua found it necessary to slay Achan for his part in the defeat of the

army (Josh. 7:24,25). But why should aman be killed because he was attracted to a

trinket he found one day? The attractions ofBabylon will pose a constant threat to

the new country. It is the home ofNimrod and the seat of paganismpar excellence.

The attractions of Babylon seem to be uppermost in the author's mind at this

moment.

3. All these were joined together in the valley ofSiddim, which is the salt sea.

The Valley of Siddim is rightly named. In the early morning when the sun

begins to rise, a thick fog comes up over the salt sea, taking various strange forms,
which do remind one of ghosts. The name of the valley is in fact the Valley of
Ghosts.

For us, too, the war takes place in a Valley of Ghosts. The Canaanites and
their cities have long been dead, and no man can even remember them. The men
who lived in the Promised Land before the New Way came were attacked by the
men of Babylon. This happened in the long dead past. The name Babylon
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disappears from the text and is never mentioned, till the Babylonians suddenly

return under Shalmenesser, King ofAssyria, to conquer the north (II Kings 17:24).

The next time they return will be the last. Nebuchadnezzer will come, and Judah

will fight no more (II Kings 24:1).

4. Twelve years they served Chedorlaomer, and in the thirteenth year they rebelled.

5. And in thefourteenth year came Chedorlaomer, and the kings that were with him, and

smote the Rephaims in Ashteroth Karnaim, and the Zuzims in Ham, and the Emims in

ShavehKiriathaim .

Chedorlaomer and his men now fight the serious war. But the war is indeci

sive. Chedorlaomer is partly victorious, but the people he conquers are left alive

and remain to be conquered once again by the sons ofAbram, so that his ability to

chase Chedorlaomer and his followers out of the land of Canaan does not imply
that his descendants will be able to conquer the Canaanites totally.

The Rephaim and the Zuzim, according to Deut. 2:20, are the giants who

suddenly appeared at the beginning of Chapter 6. As we had been warned at that

time, they have managed to live through the Flood and will constantly play a role

throughout the Torah. Their relation to Israel is somewhat complicated and can

only be understood ifwe have the patience to follow every step of the way.

In the Book of Exodus one sees a people able to maintain their dignity even

while serving under a foreign master. Moses, as an Egyptian prince, had the right

to kill the Egyptian taskmaster, but he has no right to intervene when there was a

struggle within the community itself (Ex. 2:11-14).

In the Book of Numbers little of that dignity is visible. They were a beaten

people with little life left in them. When they reached the borders of the Promised

Land, spies whom Moses sent out to scout the land returned with stories of its

riches and great beauty, but warned the people that it was a land inhabited by

unconquerable giants. A people used to the life of slavery in Egypt is not a people

to conquer giants, and when they heard the tales they revolted. It was then thatGod

decreed that the Children of Israel would have to wander in the desert 40 years until

a generation of free men grew up who could face the giants (Num. 14:33). In the

days of Joshua the lands of the giants were finally conquered and given to Caleb,

the only spy, aside from Joshua, who maintained that the giants could.be defeated.

Even Joshua s victory, however, was not completely decisive, and some of the

giants escaped to Gaza and Ashdod in the land of the Philistines.

As early as the Book of Numbers it had been established that the land of the

Philistines would form the southeastern border of the Promised Land (Ex. 13:17,

23:31). The Philistines were a foreign people, lately come from over the western

sea. If one looks at the map of ancient Israel, one can see that the land of the

Philistines would have formed a natural whole with Israel . But such a whole cannot

always be achieved. There was bound to be constant conflict between the two

sides ,
but it was ordained from the beginning that neither would ever be victorious .
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When the Children of Israel left Egypt, God commanded Moses not to take

the shorter route through Philistia because they were not yet prepared for that

battle.

There were several skirmishes in the Book of Judges, and Samson engaged in

a purely private war with them (Judg. 13-16), but it was not until the days ofKing
Saul that the conflict became serious.

Early in the First Book of Samuel the Philistines were able to capture the

center of the NewWay, the Ark itself. However, it only brought them plagues and

they were forced to return it (I Sam. 4-6).

The Bible gives a series of reasons for the decision to establish the kingship.

We have already discussed the human demands for a king, but God added another

cause. According to His account, Saul was appointed king in order to save Israel

from the Philistines (I Sam. 9:16). The two passages are in no way contradictory.

Israel 's great task was to defend herself from the Philistines in the largest sense of

the word, and she had proven herself incapable of doing so without a king.

Saul 's first great battle was against the Philistines atMichmash . Hismen were

prepared for attack, but Samuel had not yet arrived tomake the sacrifice that had to

take place before the battle. Saul, fearing that Samuel would not arrive on time and

seeing the restlessness of the men, decided to perform the sacrifice himself. In

doing so he upset the balance between the power of the king and the power ofGod

as expressed through His prophet, and at that point it is decided that the House of

Saul will not continue to be the royal house of Israel (I Sam. 13:14). The Israelite

forces were victorious that day in the field at Michmash, but for preempting the

role of the prophet, Saul won the battle only to lose the royal seed.

Young David, beautiful and full of a kind ofwit rarely seen in the Bible, rose
as Saul had fallen. His first battle, too, was against the Philistine. He was a boy
then, but Goliath was dead, and David was more famous than Saul.

David's rise to fame began with his single-handed defeat of the giant Goliath,
and for the first time Philistine land was penetrated and the cities ofGad and Ekron

taken (I Sam. 17:52). But David's rise to fame led to Saul's jealousy, and David
was forced to flee. During this period he found it possible to gain the friendship of
Achish, one of the kings in Philistia, who welcomed David with open arms and

made him ruler over the city ofZiklag (I Sam. 27). David's stay with the Philistines
was well spent; while convincing Achish that he hadmade himself odious in Israel

by attacking them, he actually spent his time warring against the Amalekites, as
will be described at greater length in the commentary to Gen. 36:12.

We must constantly bear in mind that David's power as king rested to a large
extent on his ability to control the army of Ittai, the Gittite, a Philistine who had
come over to David's side (II Sam. 15:18ff). During David's stay with the

Philistines, in which he began to learn their ways, Achish and his allies attacked
Israel. Saul, the first king of Israel, died in that Philistine war while David was

doing battle with the Amalekites (I Sam. Chaps. 29-31).
The first great wars with the Philistines were over, but David was forced to
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fight them again between the time he captured Jerusalem and the time he estab

lished Jerusalem as the permanent home of the Ark, as if nothing could be settled

until that battle was fought (II Sam. 5:25). Life then became peaceful on the

Philistine border until the last days ofDavid, when another battle was fought with

four giants. By this time David was too old and tired to carry on the war, and

younger men had to take his place (II Sam. 21:15).

The full story of David's last courageous act is told only in Chapter 23. In

Chapter 21 David's loss of physical prowess is merely indicated when the text

mentions that David waxed faint (II Sam. 21:15). Immediately after the battle

David composed a song recounting the deeds accomplished in his life. When

David's powers began to fail him, he saw the necessity of leaving some accurate

account of what he had done. Truly great leaders, like Winston Churchill and

Charles De Gaulle, rarely leave such accounts to the chance hand of some future

historian nor did David. In the full account, which is given at the end of what is

called The Last Words ofDavid (II Sam. 23:1), we discover that some of David's

men had broken through the Philistine lines in order to fetch him a cup of water

from a well he had known as a child. The youth who had charmed Israel and killed

the giant with a slingshot was now an old man, tired and fainting on that same

battlefield. Yet he could not enjoy what other men had risked their lives to provide.

Whether it was David the King or David the Singerwho poured it out unto the Lord

(II Sam. 23:16) we shall never know.

The borders of Israel, even when the country was at its height, never included

the land of the Philistines. The original border with Moab and the Amonites in the

east was intended as a sacred border and was meant to protect the inheritance of

those people. But the western borderwith the Philistines plays a radically different

role in our story. This never-to-be-conquered land of the giants is an essential part

of one of the main themes of the book. The land of the Philistines, those men lately

come from over the seas, is the political counterpart of the waters above the

heavens we discussed in Chapter 1. Earth, sky, and the beings that inhabit them

were laid out and well ordered during the six days of Creation. However, accord

ing to the Biblical view of the universe, this home we know so well is surrounded

by the chaotic waters that are above the heavens, which since the time of the Flood

have been held back by virtue of the Covenant between Noah and God. But as we

pointed out at that time, the seas below on the earth are a reminderof that which lies

beyond the Covenant.

The giants and their new home, Philistia, bear the same relationships to our

political lives. By virtue of his courage, Caleb, the son of Jephunneh, was able to

rid the land of giants so that an ordered home could be established. But according

to the Biblical understanding of the human situation, the giants will always remain

on the borders. In its understanding, peace is possible but never guaranteed.

Courage and labor will always be required to assure its perpetuation.

Centuries pass, and notmuch is heard of the struggle, yet the eighth and ninth

verses of II Kings 18 read:



16 Interpretation

He smote the Philistines even unto Gaza, and the borders thereof, from the tower of the

watchman to thefenced city. And it came topass in thefourth year ofKingHezekiah, . . . that

Shalmanesser, king ofAssyria, came up against Samaria and beseiged it.

The northern states had already fallen into the hands of the Assyrians, and in

spite of his great reforms and attempt to return to ancient practices, Hezekiah 's

own state of Judea was seriously threatened and was saved only by a miraculous

calamity that befell the enemy. While Hezekiah was able to destroy the High

Places, the great reformation was only carried out by his grandson, Josiah (see

commentary to Gen. 20: (7). Hezekiah's last act just before his state began to

collapse was to renew the fight and penetrate oncemore into that strange land of the

giants.

Chedorlaomer 's battlewith the giants serves in part to remind the reader, even

at this early stage, of the conditions under which the descendants of Abram will

inherit the land.

6. And the Hordes in theirMount Seir, unto El-paran, which is by the wilderness.

In Deut . 2 : 12 theMountain of Seir will-become the home of the sons ofEsau .

Abram has not forgotten to provide for his other grandson.

7. And they returned, and came to En-Mishpat, which is Kadesh, and smote all the

country oftheAma-lek-ites, and also theAmor-ites, that dwelt in Haza-zon-tamar.

The men under Chedorlaomer continue the war by taking Kadesh and the

country of the Amalekites and the Amorites who lived in Hazazon-Tamar. The city
of En-Mishpat, as is noted in the text, received the new name Kadesh. The city

whose name was The Source ofJudgment has become the city named Holy.

The relation between the Children of Israel and the Amalekites is an ex

tremely involved matter and will be dealt with in the commentary to Gen. 36:12.

The Amorites may stand for the whole of the Canaanite nation; however, the
problems may be a bit more complicated. In Gen. 15:16 the Lord says Israel may
not inherit the land at the presentmoment because the iniquity oftheAmorites is not
yet full. Even though Abram's people are to bring a new way of life to the world,
some justification will be needed for taking other people's land. By limiting the

justification to the Amorites, the Bible only raises the question of whether that

justification can be formed in such simplistic terms. More can and will be said

about that justification throughout the Torah, and though there will be numerous
occasions for us to consider those justifications, the question of whether any of
them will be ultimately intelligible in terms of simple retributive justice may still

remain. Ultimately the only true justificationmay hinge upon the success or failure
of that New Way in bringing about the blessing for all nations.
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8. And there went out the king ofSodom, and the king ofGo-morrah, and the king of
Admah, and the king ofZe-boiim, and the king ofBela (the same is Zoar;) and they
joined battle with them in the valley ofSiddim;

9. With Ched-or-lao-mer the king ofElam, andwith Tidal king ofnations, andAmra-phel

king ofShinar, andAri-och king ofElla-sar ;four kings withfive.
10. And the valley ofSiddim wasfull ofslimepits and the kings ofSodom and Go-morrah

fled, andfell there; and they that remainedfled to themountain.

The word slime appears only once again in the Book of Genesis. It was the

material out ofwhich the Tower ofBabel was made. The authormay have used the

word here in order to re-emphasize the relation between Chedorlaomer and

Babylon.

11. And they took all the goods ofSodom and Go-morrah, andall their victuals, and went

their way.

12. And they took Lot, Abram's brother's son, who dwelt in Sodom, and his goods, and

departed.

13 . And there came one that had escaped, and toldAbram theHebrew;for he dwelt in the

plain ofMamre the Amor-ite, brother of Eschol, and these were confederate with

Abram.

14. And when Abram heard that his brother was taken captive, he armed his trained

servants, born in his own house, three hundred and eighteen, andpursued them unto

Dan.

15. And he divided himselfagainst them, he and his servants, by night, and smote them

andpursued them unto Hobah, which is on the left hand ofDa-mascus .

Abram is successful in the war to the extent that he is able to clear the land up

to Dan, the northern border of what will become the Promised Land. This victory,

however, was not complete. The Babylonians have only retreated. Throughout the

rest of the book one is always conscious that Abram's old enemy is out there

somewhere nearDamascus, waiting. The settlement of the wars underMoses and

Joshua will still leave that problem unsolved, and the threat of their return will

always be there just beyond the horizon.

16. And he brought back all the goods, and also brought again his brother Lot, and his

goods, and the women also, and the people .

17. And the king of Sodom went out to meet him after his return from the slaughter of

Ched-or-lao-mer, and ofthe kings that were with him, at the valley ofShaveh, which is

the king's dale .

18. AndMel-chize-dek king ofSa-lem broughtforth bread andwine: and he was thepriest

of the most high god.

19. And he blessed him, and said, Blessed beAbraham ofthemost high god, possessor of

heaven and earth:

Verse 2 of Ps . 76 reads : in Salem also is his tabernacle, and his dwellingplace
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is in Zion. This verse is written in a common form ofBiblical rhetoric . Its two parts

say approximately the same thing in different language. Salem is therefore iden

tified with Zion and consequently must be taken as an old form of Jerusalem.

Malchi-Zedek is therefore the king of (Jeru-) Salem. The role of Jerusalem as the

high point in the warmay also be reflected in the fact that the only other time in the

Bible that five kings form an alliance is in the first attack on Jerusalem, which

occurs in the tenth chapter of Joshua. At that time the king of Jerusalem is not

Malchi-Zedek but Adoni-Zedek.

Malchi-Zedek is the priest of the most high God; a term found twice again in

the Bible. Balaam is a prophet who believes deeply in the most high God, even

though he has never heard of His Chosen People. Again in Deut. 32:8 the author

writes:

When the most high gave nations their homes and set the divisions ofman, he fixed the

boundaries ofpeoples in relation to Israel's peoples.

The most high God seems to be the name by which the highest of the non-chosen

men know the God of the Jews. The legitimacy of the NewWay seems to rely upon

the blessings of such men. This requirement is possible only in the light of the

fourth chapter ofDeuteronomy, which inspired this commentary. The chapter as a

whole, and particularly Verse 6, seems to make the claim that the virtue of the New

Way is visible to those who lookwith purely human understanding. Malchi-Zedek,

as a representative of those people, must be part of the legitimization of Abram's

venture (see Preface) .

20. And blessed be the most high God, which hath delivered thine enemies into thy hand.

And he gave him tithes ofall.

The antecedents of the relative pronouns of the last sentence are unclear. One

would assume that Abram, as victor in the war, gave a tenth of his possessions to

the priest Malchi-Zedek, which would strengthen the notion that Abram's role is

under the aegis of what later Judaism will call the wise men of the nations. By

giving a tithe to Malchi-Zedek, Abram acknowledges that he cannot and should

not accept the task if its virtues are not visible to men of good will among the other

nations.

21. And the king ofSodom said unto Abram, Give me the persons, and take the goods to

thyself.

22. AndAbram said to the king ofSodom, I have lift up mine hand unto the Lord, themost
high God, thepossessor ofheaven and earth.

23. That I will not take from a thread even to a shoelatchet, and that I will not take any

thing that is thine, lest thou shouldest say, I have madeAbram rich:

Abram uses a double appellation for God. God has become the Lord and the
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most high God. By joining the name by which he knows God to the name used by
Malchi-Zedek, Abram indicates a possible rapprochement which presumably

would be part of the ultimate blessing.

Abram's refusal to be enriched by the war is two-sided. On the one hand it

was a war of duty as opposed to a war of gain since Abram was responsible for the

life of his brother, Lot. However, it need also be remembered that these lands are

part of the Promised Land which will one day belong to his descendants.

24. Save only thatwhich the young men have eaten, and theportion ofthemen which went

with me, Aner, Eschol, andMamre; let them take theirportion.

It would be unjust to deprive those with whom he has signed the Covenant,

the Amorites, of their gain at this time.

ChapterXV

1 . After these things, the word ofthe Lord came untoAbram in a vision saying, Fear not,

Abram, I am thy shield, and thy reward shall be exceedingly great.

The opening words are a standard way the author has of indicating a close

connection between the previous account and the present story. The word vision

must be weighed with great care. The Later Prophets use the word quite frequently,

but it appears here for the only time in the whole of the Torah ,
and will appear only

twice in the Early Prophets. The first time is in I Sam. 3:1. The verse reads: and the

word of the Lord was precious in those days; there was no open vision .

The word vision is not used until the rise of prophecy. It seems to be out of

place in the early times. The only other use in the Early Prophets is in II Sam. 7:16

when Nathan announces to David that his son will build the Temple.

The force of the word vision is to continue the dreamlike and hazy presenta

tion of the world that began with the description of the Valley of the Ghosts . This

impression will continue to grow throughout the whole of the chapter.

2. And Abram said, Lord God, what wilt thou give me, seeing I go childless, and the

steward ofmy house is this Eliezer ofDamascus:

3 . AndAbram said, Behold, to me thou hast given no seed; and, lo, one born in my house

is mine heir.

In one way, at least, the sense in which this chapter is intended to follow the

preceding chapter is immediately clear. By refusing the immediate gains of the

war, Abram has shown himself worthy of a much greater reward. God also tells

Abram not to fear. This too may be related to the preceding chapter, for we must

not forget that Chedorlaomer has not been destroyed and is still living somewhere

near Damascus.



20 Interpretation

Abram's reply is not a complaint. He is willing to do whatever the Lord

commands and believes God will do all He can, but there does not seem to bemuch

of value that God can give him. No matter how great the rewards are, all of them

will disappear when Abram dies, because Abram has no son.

The word that has been translated childless literallymeans naked. The play on

these two meanings appears in Lev. 20:20:

If a man lies with his uncle's wife, it is his uncle's nakedness that he has uncovered. They

shall bear their guilt; they shall die childless.

There are two ways of understanding the relationship of fruitlessness and

nakedness. The apple hanging on a tree not only preserves the species it

beautifies the tree as well .

In the commentary to Gen. 9:23, when considering the actions of Shem and

Japheth, we saw that it was the duty of a child to cover the nakedness of his father.

This duty is part of the answer to the problem of legitimization; if the founding of a

people requires a war, then its legitimization radically depends upon the justice

found in the lives of the sons.

At this point in the account, Abram does not understand anything of what he

will see, do, hear, or think, in terms of present good. The virtue of his actions rests

solely in their being a preparation for later generations .

On the basis of this verse one can draw no conclusions about the character of

Eliezer. Ifwe are to assume that he is the same servant who appears in Chapter 24,

he seems to be a decent man. If, however, we read the verse in a broader sense, it

becomes a bit clearer. Abram s fear may be more of Damascus than of Eliezer.

Chedorlaomer has only been chased back to Damascus, which means Babylon. In

the verse's wider implications, Abram fears that even if he is able to establish the

New Way, it will only be inherited and misinterpreted by Babylon.

Abram seems convinced that he will be able to conquer the land; but whether

he will be able to conquer the greater threat posed by Babylonian arms and

Babylonian ways would seem to be the subject of this all too hazy chapter.

4. And, behold, the word ofthe Lord came unto him, saying, This shall not be thine heir;

but he that shall comeforth out of thine own bowels shall be thine heir.

5. And He brought him forth abroad, and said, Look now toward heaven, and tell the

stars, if thou be able to number them: and he said unto him, So shall thy seed be.

God's first attempt to convince Abram is an appeal made to the manyness and

brilliance ofHis Creation.

6. And he believed in the Lord; and he counted it to himfor righteousness.

7. And he said unto him, I am the Lord that brought thee out ofUrofthe Chaldees, to give
thee this land to inherit it.
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The grammar of this verse is difficult, if not impossible, to unravel. The two

possible translations are:

And he [Abram} believed the Lord; and he [the Lord] counted him [Abram] righteous.

The other possibility is:

And he [Abram] believed the Lord; and he [Abram] counted him [the Lord] as righteous.

The first interpretation, which Paul gave, requires an implied change in the

subject, which is certainly permissible within Hebrew grammar, though a bit

strange, particularly since the pronoun is not emphasized. Since so much is at

stake, perhaps the best one can do is to attempt to spell out the implications of the

two alternatives and make a judgment on the basis of the text as a whole.

The first interpretation implies thatGod's recognition of the worthiness of the

man is fundamentally determined by his faith in God, as distinguished, for

instance, from his dedication to those ways that are God's ways.

The second interpretatiorj would seem to imply that Abram 's belief in God is

based upon his belief that God is a just God. Since the chapter as a whole is an

attempt to relieve Abram's fears, such a context would seem to speak in favor of

the latter interpretation. However, the point is quite difficult.

8. And he said, Lord God, whereby shall I know that I shall inherit it?

Though Abram appeared to be convinced of God's justice, something still

seemed to be missing. From Verse 6 it is clear that Abram believed God and was

sure God would act justly, but Abram was still confused because, according to the

present political situation as he understood it, the threat of Babylon was still

present. The following rather strange verses must somehow be understood as an

answer to Abram s question.

9. And he said unto him, Take me an heifer of three years old, and a she goat of three

years old, and a ram of three years old, and a turtledove, and a young pigeon.

10. A nd he took unto him all these, and divided them in themidst, and laid each piece one

against another: but the birds divided he not.

11. And when the carrion birds came down upon the carcassesAbram drove them away.

If this is God's answer, our problem must be to find the significance of the

sacrifice and to see how it can be undertsood as an answer to Abram's question.

Let us begin with the first problem. Abram is told to sacrifice five animals: a

heifer, a she goat, a ram, a turtledove, and a pigeon. The birds seem to be a

reference to Lev. 5:7:
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But ifhismeans do not sufficefor a sheep, he shall bring to the Lord, as hispenaltyfor that

ofwhich he is guilty, two turtledoves or two pigeons, onefor a sin offering and the otherfor a

burnt offering.

The she-goat, while under various circumstance may be offered by various

people, is the one animal that is said to be particularly fitting for a sacrificemade by
a ruler (Lev. 4:22). The other two animals, according to Levitical Law, are equally

appropriate to the average Israelite and to the priests, and hence it is difficult to

establish which sacrifice would be most appropriate to which group. The present

passage in Genesis would seem to understand the law to divide the future nation

into four classes: the poor, the average man, the ruler, and the priests. Abram, in

turn, gives a sacrifice for each of the four classes.

Verse 10 is much more difficult to understand, since it is unlike the form of

any sacrifice mentioned in the Torah.

Reading the Bible is, at best, a difficult affair. Even to use the word Bible

itself, as if it were all the work of a single author, may cause grave problems when

one tries to understand any one of the books contained in it.

Prophecy comes to the world through Prophets. It speaks in terms that are

familiar to each Prophet, and to that extent one cannot expect that all Prophets will

agree. Traditions like Joseph's coat gain their richness from their manyness.

Bearing all this in mind and knowing the traps we may be falling into, let us

continue on our way.

The Hebrew word the author used in Verse 10 for piece is a rather uncommon

word, and will only occur once again in the whole ofBiblical literature. Jeremiah

used the word in Chapter 34, Verse 18, and since the context in which it appears is

also concerned with a sacrifice, it is reasonable to suppose that Abram s sacrifice is

intimately connected to the one described by Jeremiah. The passage from Jeremiah

reads as follows:

1. The word which came unto Jeremiah from the Lord, when Neb-u-chad-nez:ar king of
Babylon, and all his army, and all the kingdoms of the earth ofhis dominion, and all
the people, fought against Jerusalem, and against all the cities thereof, saying,

2 . Thus saith the Lord, the God ofIsrael; Go and speak to Zed-e-kiah king ofJudah , and

tell him, Thus saith the Lord; behold, I will give this city into the hand of the king of
Babylon, and he shall burn it withfire:

3 . And thou shalt not escape out ofhis hand, but shah surely be taken, and delivered into
his hand; and thine eyes shall behold the eyes of the king ofBabylon, and he shall
speak with thee mouth to mouth, and thou shalt go toBabylon.

4. Yet hear the word ofthe Lord, O Zed-e-kiah king ofJudah; thus saith the Lord ofthee,
Thou shalt not die by the sword:

5. But thou shalt die in peace: and with the burnings of thy fathers, the former kings
which were before thee, so shall they burn odoursfor thee; and they will lament thee,
saying, Ah Lord!for I have pronounced the word, saith the Lord.
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6. Then Jeremiah the prophet spake all these words unto Zed-e-kiah king ofJudah in

Jerusalem,

7 . When the king ofBabylon 's armyfought againstJerusalem , and against all the cities of

Judah that were left, against Lachish, and againstA-zekah: for these defenced cities

remained of the cities ofJudah.

8 . This is the word that came unto Jeremiahfrom the Lord, after that the king Zed-e-kiah

hadmade a covenant with all the people which were at Jerusalem, to proclaim liberty
unto them;

9. That every man should let his manservant, and
even-

man his maidservant , being an

Hebrew or an Hebrewess, gofree; that none should serve himselfof them, to wit, ofa

Jew his brother.

10. Now when all the princes, and all the people, which had entered into the covenant,

heard that every one should let his manservant, and every one his maidservant, go

free, that none should serve themselves of them any more, then they obeyed, and let

them go.

1 1 . But afterward they turned, and caused the servants and the handmaids, whom they had

let gofree, to return, and brought them into subjectionfor servants andfor handmaids.

12. Therefore the word of the Lord came to Jeremiah from the Lord, saying,

13. Thus saith the Lord, the God ofIsrael; Imade a covenant with yourfathers in the day

that I brought themforth out ofthe land ofEgypt, out ofthe house ofbondmen , saying,

14. At the end ofseven years let ye go every man his brother an Hebrew, which hath been

sold unto thee; and when he hath served thee six years, thou shalt let him gofreefrom

thee: but your fathers hearkened not unto me, neither inclined their ear.

15 . And ye were now turned, and had done right in my sight. In proclaiming liberty eveiy
man to his neighbour; and ye had made a covenant before me in the house which is

called by my name:

16. But ye turned andpollutedmy name , and caused everyman his servant , and eveiyman

his handmaid, whom he had set at liberty at theirpleasure, to return, and brought them

into subjection, to be unto youfor servants and for handmaids.

17. Therefore thus saith the Lord: Ye have not hearkened unto me, in proclaiming liberty,

every one to his brother, and eveiy man to his neighbour: behold, I proclaim a liberty

for you, saith the Lord, to the sword, to the pestilence, and to the famine; and I will

make you to be removed into all the kingdoms of the earth.

18. And Iwill give themen that have transgressedmy covenant, which have notperformed

the words of the covenant which they had made before me, when they cut the calf in

twain, andpassed between the pieces thereof,

19. The princes ofJudah. and the princes ofJerusalem, the eunuchs, and the priests, and

all the people ofthe land, which passed betiveen the pieces of the calf;

20. / will even give them into the hand oftheir enemies, and into the hand ofthem that seek

their life: and their dead bodies shall beformeat unto thefowls of the heaven, and to

the beasts of the earth.

21. AndZed-e-kiah king ofJudah and hisprinces will I give into the hand oftheir enemies,

and into the hand ofthem that seek their life, and into the hand ofthe king ofBabylon's

army, which are gone upfrom you.

22. Behold, I will command, saith the Lord, and cause them to return to this city; and they

shall fight against it, and take it, and burn it with fire: and I will make the cities of

Judah a desolation without an inhabitant. (Jer. 34)
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Babylon was about to attack. One might be tempted to say that Chedorlaomer

was beginning to stir in Damascus. Jeremiah looked around him and heard the

Lord say that Jerusalem was to fall since she had not kept the Sabbatical Year nor

proclaimed liberty throughout the land on the Jubilee. The prophet has in mind the

verse:

Andye shall hallow thefiftiethyear, andproclaim liberty throughout all the land unto all the

inhabitants thereof: it shall be a jubile unto you; and ye shall return every man unto his

possession, andye shall return everyman unto hisfamily. (Lev. 25:10)

Why are these two occasions so important that Jermiah should single out Israel 's

failure to carry them out as the prime cause of their destruction? If we can find an

answer to that question we may be in a better position to understand God's

command to Abram.

The passage, and Verse 14 in particular, is a reference to the fifteenth chapter

of Deuteronomy, which deals with the Sabbatical Year, though in verse 17

Jeremiah indicates, as we shall show later, that he includes the Jubilee Year as well.

Our task is to understand the significance of these two occasions and to see in what

sense they give us a better understanding of sacrifice.

According to the laws ofDeuteronomy, slavery among the people was to last

for no more than seven years. At the end of each seventh year all slaves were let

free and all debts foregiven .

1 . At the end ofeveiy seven years thou shalt make a release.

2. And this is the manner of the release: eveiy creditor that lendeth ought unto his

neighbour shall release it; he shall not exact it of his neighbour, or of his brother;

because it is called the Lord's release.

3 . Ofaforeigner thou mayest exact it again: but that which is thine with thy brother thine

hand shall release;

4 . Save when there shall be nopoor among you ;for theLord shall greatly bless thee in the

land which the Lord thy God giveth theefor an inheritance to possess it:

5. Only if thou carefully hearken unto the voice of the Lord thy God, to obsene to do all

these commandments which I command thee this day.

6. For the Lord thy God blesseth thee, as He promised thee: and thou shalt lend unto

many nations, but thou shalt not borrow; and thou shalt reign overmany nations, but

they shall not reign over thee.

7. If there be among you a poor man ofone of thy brethren within any of thy gates in thy
land which the Lord thy God giveth thee, thou shalt not harden thine heart, nor shut

thine handfrom thy poor brother:

8 . But thou shalt open thine hand wide unto him , and shalt surely lend him sufficientfor

his need, in that which he wanteth.

9. Beware that there be not a thought in thy wicked heart, saying, the seventh year, the
year of release, is at hand; and thine eye be evil against thy poor brother, and thou
givest him nought; and he cry unto the Lord against thee, and it be sin unto thee.
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10. Thou shalt surely give him, and thine heart shall not be grieved when thou givest unto

him: because thatfor this thing the Lord thy God shall bless thee in all thy works, and

in all that thou puttest thine hand unto.

1 1 . For thepoor shall never cease out ofthe land: therefore I command thee, saying, thou

shalt open thine handwide unto thy brother, to thypoor, and to thy needy, in thy land.

12. And ifthy brother, anHebrewman, or anHebrew woman, be sold unto thee, andserve

thee six years; then in the seventh year thou shalt let him gofreefrom thee.

13. And when thou sendest him outfreefrom thee, thou shalt not let him go away empty:

14. Thou shalt furnish him liberally out of thy flock, and out of thy floor, and out of thy
winepress: of that wherewith the Lord thy God hath blessed thee thou shalt give unto

him.

15 . And thou shalt remember that thou wast a bondman in the land ofEgypt, and the Lord

thy God redeemed thee: therefore I command thee this thing to day.

16. And it shall be, ifhe say unto thee, I will not go awayfrom thee; because he loveth thee

and thine house, because he is well with thee;

17 . Then thou shalt take an awl, and thrust it through his ear unto the door, and he shall be

thy servantfor ever. And also unto thy maidservant thou shalt do likewise.

18. It shall not seem hard unto thee, when thou sendest him away free from thee; for he

hath been worth a double hired servant to thee, in serving thee sixyears: and the Lord

thy God shall bless thee in all that thou doest.

19 . All thefirstlingmales that come ofthy herd and ofthyflock thou shalt sanctify unto the

Lord thy God: thou shalt do no work with the firstling of thy bullock, nor shear the

firstling of thy sheep.

20 . Thou shalt eat it before the Lord thy Godyear by year in theplace which the Lord shall

choose, thou and thy household.

21. And if there be any blemish therein, as if it be lame, or blind, or have any ill blemish,

thou shalt not sacrifice it unto the Lord thy God.

22. Thou shalt eat itwithin thy gates: the unclean and the cleanperson shall eat it alike , as

the roebuck, and as the hart.

23 . Only thou shalt not eat the blood thereof; thou shaltpour it upon the ground as water.

(Deut. 15)

The laws concerning the Sabbatical Year are first mentioned in Exodus where

they are closely connected with the care of strangers and with Sabbath rest.

Also thou shalt not oppress a stranger: for ye know the heart ofa stranger, seeing ye were

strangers in the land ofEgypt. And six years thou shalt sow thy land and shalt gather in the

fruits thereof; But the seventh year thou shalt let it rest and lie still; that the poor of thy

people may eat: and what they leave the beasts of the field shall eat. In like manner thou

shalt dealwith thy vineyard, andwith thy oliveyard. Six days thou shalt do thywork, andon

the seventh day thou shalt rest: that thine ox and thine ass may rest, and the son of thy

handmaid, and the stranger, may be refreshed. (Ex. 23:9-12)

The other two passages are rather long, but it will be worthwhile to quote

them in full. The first of them is contained in Leviticus, Chapter 25, but to see its

fullness we must also consider Chapter 26.
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Chapter 25

1 . And the Lord spake untoMoses in Mount Sinai, saying,

2. Speak unto the Children of Israel, and say unto them, When ye come into the land

which I give you, then shall the land keep a sabbath unto the Lord.

3. Six years thou shalt sow thy field, and six years thou shalt prune thy vineyard, and

gather in thefruit thereof;

4. But in the seventh year shall be a sabbath ofrest unto the land, a sabbathfor the Lord:

thou shalt neither sow thyfield, norprune thy vineyard.

5 . Thatwhich groweth ofits own accord ofthy harvest thou shalt not reap, neither gather

the grapes of thy vine undressed: for it is a year ofrest unto the land.

6. And the sabbath ofthe land shall bemeatforyou;for thee, andfor thy sen'ant, andfor

thy maid, andfor thy hired servant, andfor thy stranger that sojourneth with thee,

7. Andfor thy cattle, andfor the beast that are in thy land, shall all the increase thereof

be meat.

8 . And thou shalt number seven sabbaths ofyears unto thee, seven times seven years; and

the space of the seven sabbaths ofyears shall be unto theeforty and nine years.

9. Then shalt thou cause the trumpetofthejubilee to sound on the tenth day ofthe seventh

month, in the day ofatonement shall ye make the trumpet sound throughout all your

land.

10. And ye shall hallow thefiftieth year, andproclaim liberty throughout all the land unto

all the inhabitants thereof: it shall be ajubile unto you; and ye shall return eveiy man

unto his possession, and ye shall return every man unto hisfamily.

11. A jubile shall thatfiftieth year be unto you: ye shall not sow, neither reap that which

groweth of itself in it, nor gather the grapes in it of thy vine undressed.

12. For it is the jubile; it shall be holy unto you: ye shall eat the increase thereofout ofthe

field.

13 . In the year of this jubile ye shall return eveiy man unto his possession .

14. And if thou sell ought unto thy neighbour, or buyest ought ofthy neighbour's hand, ye

shall not oppress one another:

15. According to the number ofyears after the jubile thou shalt buy of thy neighbour, and

according unto the number ofyears of thefruits he shall sell unto thee:

16. According to the multitude ofyears thou shalt increase the price thereof, and accord

ing to the fewness ofyears thou shalt diminish the price of it: for according to the

number of the years of thefruits doth he sell unto thee.

17. Ye shall not therefore oppress one another; but thou shaltfear thy God: for I am the

Lordyour God.

18. Wherefore ye shall do my statutes, and keep my judgments, and do them; and ye shall
dwell in the land in safety.

19. And the land shall yield herfruit, andye shall eatyourfill, anddwell therein in safety.
20. And ifye shall say, What shall we eat the seventh year? Behold, we shall not sow, nor

gather in our increase:

21. Then I will command my blessing upon you in the sixth year, and it shall bring forth
fruitfor three years.

22 . And ye shall sow the eighth year, and eat yet ofoldfruit until the ninth year; until her

fruits come in ye shall eat of the old store.
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23. The land shall not be sold for ever: for the land is Mine; for ye are strangers and

sojourners with me.

24. And in all the land ofyour possession ye shall grant a redemptionfor the land.

25. If thy brother be waxen poor, and hath sold away some ofhispossession, and ifany of
his kin come to redeem it, then shall he redeem that which his brother sold.

26. And if the man have none to redeem it, and himselfbe able to redeem it;

27. Then let him count the years of the sale thereof, and restore the overplus unto the man

to whom he sold it; that he may return unto his possession.

28. But ifhe be not able to restore it to him, then thatwhich is sold shall remain in the hand

ofhim that hath bought it until theyear ofjubile: and in thejubile it shall go out, and he

shall return unto his possession.

29. And ifa man sell a dwelling house in a walled city, then he may redeem it within a

whole year after it is sold; within afull year may he redeem it.

30. And if it be not redeemed within the space ofa full year, then the house that is in the

walled city shall be establishedfor ever to him that bought it throughout his genera

tions: it shall not go out in the jubile.

31 . But the houses ofthe villages which have no wall round about them shall be countedas

thefields of the country: they may be redeemed, and they shall go out in the jubile.

32. Notwithstanding the cities of the Levites, and the houses of the cities of their posses

sion, may the Levites redeem at any time.

33. And ifa man purchase of the Levites, then the house that was sold, and the city ofhis

possession, shall go out in the year ofjubile: for the houses of the cities of the Levites

are theirpossession among the children ofIsrael.

34. But the field of the suburbs of their cities may not be sold; for it is their perpetual

possession .

35. And if thy brother be waxen poor, andfallen in decay with thee; then thou shalt relieve

him: yea, though he be a stranger, or a sojourner; that he may live with thee.

36. Take thou no usury ofhim, or increase: butfear thyGod; that thy brothermay live with

thee.

37. Thou shalt not give him thymoney upon usuiy, nor lend him thy victualsfor increase.

38. I am the Lord your God, which brought you forth out of the land ofEgypt ,Jo give you

the land ofCanaan, and to be your God.

39. And if thy brother that dwelleth by thee by waxen poor, and be sold unto thee; thou

shalt not compel him to sen-e as a bondservant:

40. But as an hired servant, and as a sojourner, he shall be with thee, and shall serve thee

unto the year ofjubile:

41 . And then shall he departfrom thee, both he and his children with him . And shall return

unto his own family, and unto the possession ofhisfathers shall he return.

42. For they are my servants, which I broughtforth out of
the land ofEgypt: they shall not

be sold as bondmen .

43 . Thou shalt not rule over him with rigour; but shaltfear thy God.

44. Both thy bondmen, and thy bondmaids, which thou shalt have, shall be ofthe heathen

that are round about you; of them shall ye buy bondmen and bondmaids.

45. Moreover of the children of the strangers that do
sojourn among you, of them shall ye

buy, and of theirfamilies that are with you, which they begat in your land: and they

shall be your possession .

46. Andye shall take them as an inheritanceforyour children afteryou, to inherit themfor
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apossession; they shall be your bondmenfor ever: but over your brethren the children

ofIsrael, ye shall not rule one over another with rigour.

47. And ifa sojourner or stranger wax rich by thee, and thy brother that dwelleth by him

waxpoor, and sell himselfunto the stranger ofsojourner by thee, or to the stock ofthe

stranger 'sfamily:

48. After that he is sold he may be redeemed again; one ofhis brethren may redeem him:

49. Either his uncle , orhis uncle's son, may redeemhim, or any that is nigh ofkin unto him

ofhisfamily may redeem him; or ifhe be able, he may redeem himself.

50 . And he shall reckon with him that bought himfrom theyear that he was sold to him unto

theyear ofjubile: and theprice ofhis sale shall be according unto the number ofyears,

according to the time ofan hired servant shall it be with him.

5 1 . Ifthere be yetmany years behind, according unto them he shall give again theprice of

his redemption out of the money that he was boughtfor.

52. And ifthere remain butfew years unto the year ofjubile, then he shall count with him,

and according unto his years shall he give him again the price ofhis redemption.

53. And as a yearly hired servant shall he be with him: and the other shall not rule with

rigour over him in thy sight.

54. And ifhe be not redeemeed in these years, then he shall go out in the year ofjubile,

both he, and his children with him.

55. For unto me the children ofIsrael are servants; they are my servants whom I brought

forth out ofthe land ofEgypt: I am the Lord your God.

Chapter 26

1. Ye shall make you no idols nor graven image, neither rear you up a standing image,

neither shall ye set up any image ofstone in your land, to bow down unto it:fori am the

Lordyour God.

2 . Ye shall keep my sabbaths, and reverence my sanctuary: I am the Lord.

3 Ifye walk in my statutes, and keep my commandments, and do them;
4. Then I will give you rain in due season, and the land shall yield her increase, and the

trees of thefield shall yield theirfruit.

5 . And your threshing shall reach unto the vintage, and the vintage shall reach unto the

sowing time: andye shall eat your bread to thefull, and dwell in your land safely.
6. And I will give peace in the land, and ye shall lie down, and none shall make you

afraid: and Iwill rid evil beasts out ofthe land, neither shall the swordgo through your
land.

1. And ye shall chase your enemies, and they shallfall before you by the sword.
8 . Andfive ofyou shall chase an hundred, and an hundredofyou shallput ten thousand to

flight; andyour enemies shallfall before you by the sword.
9. For I will have respect unto you, and make you fruitful, and multiply you, and

establish my covenant with you.

10. And ye shall eat old store, and bringforth the old because of the new.
11. And I will setmy tabernacle among you: and my soul shall not abhor you .

12. And Iwill walk among you, and will be your God, and ye shall be my people.
13 . I am the Lord your God, which brought you forth out of the land 'ofEgypt that ye
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should not be their bondmen; and I have broken the bands ofyour yoke, andmade you

go upright.

14; But ifye will not hearken unto me, and will not do all these commandments;

15 . And ifye shall despise my statutes, or ifyour soul abhormy judgments, so that ye will

not do all my commandments, but that ye break my covenant:

16. / also will do this unto you; I will even appoint over you terror, consumption, and the

burning ague, that shall consume the eyes, and cause sorrow ofheart: andye shall sow

your seed in vain
, for your enemies shall eat it.

17. And I will set myface against you, andye shall be slain before your enemies: they that

hate you shall reign over you; andye shallflee when none pursueth you.

18. And ifye will not yet for all this hearken unto me, then I will punish you seven times

morefor your sins.

19. AndIwill break thepride ofyourpower; and Iwill make your heaven as iron, andyour

earth as brass:

20. And your strength shall be spent in vain: for your land shall not yield her increase,

neither shall the trees of the landyield theirfruits.

21. And ifye walk contrary untome, andwill not hearken untome; Iwill bring seven times

more plagues upon you according to your sins.

22. / will also send wild beasts among you, which shall rob you ofyour children, and

destroy your cattle, and make you few in number; and your high ways shall be

desolate.

23 . And ifye will not be reformed by me by these things, but will walk contrary unto me;

24. Then will I also walk contrary unto you, and will punish you yet seven timesfor your

sins.

25. And I will bring a sword upon you, that shall avenge the quarrel ofmy covenant: and

when ye are gathered togetherwithin your cities, Iwill send thepestilence among you ;

and ye shall be delivered into the hand of the enemy.

26. And when I have broken the staffofyour bread, ten women shall bake your bread in

one oven , and they shall deliver you your bread again by weight: andye shall eat, and

not be satisfied.

27. And ifye will notfor all this hearken unto me, but walk contrary unto me;

28. Then I will walk contrary unto you also injury; and I, even I, will chastise you seven

timesfor your sins.

29. And ye shall eat theflesh ofyour sons, and theflesh ofyour daughters shall ye eat.

30. And I will destroy your high places, and cut down your images, and cast your

carcasses upon the carcasses ofyour idols, andmy soul shall abhor you .

31. And 1 will make your cities waste, and bring your sanctuaries unto desolation, and I

will not smell the savour ofyour sweet odours.

32. And I will bring the land into desolation: and your enemies which dwell therein shall

be astonished at it .

33. And I will scatter you among the heathen, and will draw out a sword after you: and

your land shall be desolate, andyour cities waste.

34. Then shall the land enjoy her sabbaths, as long as it lieth desolate, and ye be in your

land; even then shall the land rest, and enjoy her sabbaths.

35. As long as it lieth desolate it shall rest; because it did not rest in your sabbaths, when

ye dwelt upon it.
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36. And upon them that are left alive ofyou I will send afaintness into their hearts in the

lands oftheir enemies; and the sound ofa shaken leafshall chase them; and they shall

flee, asfleeingfrom a sword; and they shallfall when none pursueth.

37. And they shallfall one upon another, as it were before a sword, when none pursueth:

andye shall have no power to stand before your enemies.

38 . And ye shallperish among the heathen, and the landofyour enemies shall eatyou up.

39. And they that are left ofyou shall pine away in their iniquity in your
enemies'

lands;

and also in the iniquities of theirfathers shall they pine away with them.

40. If they shall confess their iniquity, and the iniquity of theirfathers, with their trespass

which they trespassed against me, and that also they have walked contrary unto me;

41 . And that I also have walked contrary unto them , and have brought them into the landof

their enemies; if then their uncircumcised hearts be humbled, and they then accept of

the punishment of their iniqity:

42 . Then will I remembermy convenant with Jacob, andalso my covenant with Isaac, and

also my covenant with Abraham will I remember; and I will remember the land.

43. The land also shall be left of them, and shall enjoy her sabbaths, while she lieth

desolate without them: and they shall accept of the punishment of their iniquity:

because, even because they despised my judgments , and because their soul abhorred

my statutes.

44. Andyetfor all that, when they be in the land oftheir enemies, Iwill not cast them away,

neither will I abhor them, to destroy them utterly, and to breakmy covenant with them:

for I am the Lord their God.

45. But I willfor their sakes remember the covenant of their ancestors, whom I brought

forth out ofthe landofEgypt in the sight ofthe heathen , that Imight be theirGod: I am

the Lord.

46 . These are the statutes andjudgments and laws, which the Lordmade betweenHim and

the children ofIsrael inMount Sinai by the hand ofMoses. (Lev. 25
,26)

For Jeremiah the days spoken of at the end ofChapter 26 had come, bringing
chaos and destruction . Then he thought ofwhatGod had said; that the desolate land

would finally enjoy her Sabbaths, her inhabitants taken to a foreign land. What

then are these laws, and why does the entire structure depend so heavily on them?
The author is fully aware of what is perhaps the most fundamental of political

problems. In a passage with which we shall concern ourselves a bit later on, he will

say: the poor shall never cease out of the land (Deut. 15:11). Even while setting up
the Utopian dream of the Jubilee he never loses sight of the given man: the highest

freedom may be eternally accompanied by the lowest.
The Hebrew word for liberty, which appeared in Lev. 25:10, is often used to

describe a liquid that runs freely. It describes a people who do not live under a

strong government, and it allows for the proper relationship among men who live
together on a land butwhose ultimate allegiance cannot be fully described in purely
political terms. Strong governments find their legitimacy in the strength required
to prevent the few from tyrannizing the many. The distinction between the few and

the many presupposes a sufficient amount of time in which the few may accumu
late theirwealth. By proclaiming a release at the end ofevery fifty-year period, the
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Jubilee Year not only makes it difficult for any one man to gain the power needed

for oppression, but it also makes the prize less attractive by virtue of its temporary
nature. In this sense the goal of the Jubilee Year is to allow for aminimal amount of

government combined with a minimal amount of oppression.

During the Jubilee Year the land is allowed to lie fallow. This year encourages

the men to dedicate themselves more to the land of their fathers than to any

personal gain that can be drawn out of it.

Land primarily belongs to families. Individuals may live on it, and, for a

time, even sell it in case of need. But they may not sell it forever (Lev. 25:23).

Houses within walled cities are not included in the laws of the Jubilee because

they do not belong to the land and hence do not belong to the family. They are

merely things and as such may pass freely from one to another. But houses on the

land belong to that land and make it livable. They are not things, but part of a

family, and may not be soldforever.

Before going on we must stop and ask ourselves why the Book of Leviticus,

which is almost entirely devoted to the dull intricacies of the sacrifices, should

culminate in the author 's fullest statement of his attempt to deal with the most

basic, though perhaps not the highest, political question.

Oppression will only cease when men learn to distinguish between mere

things that pass commonly from hand to hand and are available to satisfy the

infinite desires of any man, from the dignity that surrounds allmen when each man

dwells on the land of his father. According to the Bible, this is perhaps less

important for the one recognized and reinstated than it is for the soul of the one who

recognizes. Deuteronomy Fifteen, which also deals with the freeing of slaves at

the end of the Seventh Year, read in part;

It shall not seem hard unto thee, when thou sendest him away from from thee; for he hath

been worth a double hired servant to thee, in serving thee six years: and the Lord thy God

shall bless thee in all that thou doest. (Deut. 15:18)

The sacrifices ordained in Leviticus that make giving a normal part of life are

intended to produce a soul for whom it shall not seem hard.

But sacrifice is complicated, and we must look again. After Moses had

successfully escaped the Egyptians his father-in-law, Jethro,
came to visit, bring

ing
Moses'

wife and two children. During his visit, Jethro noticed that Moses had

taken upon himself the burden of ensuring the tranquility of his people by listening

to every case.

It was he who suggested to Moses that laws be provided for the people, that

the right way of action might be
clear both to them and to their judges. The New

Way, the way of written law, was not initiated by God, but prompted by a need

clearly visible to human understanding. God accepted the human invention and

was willing to give laws. Prior to Jethro 's arrival only the laws concerning the

Passover had been given. To restate thatmore generally, before Jethro the function
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of law was merely to remind the people of their unity and political independence

under God. At first God intended to give the new law to all of the people, but the

people became frightened and suggested to Moses that he go alone to the top of

Mount Sinai to receive the Law (Ex. 22:19).

By virtue of that decision a great gap was made between Moses and the

people, and some attempt had to be made to close it. Aaron and his sons, Nadab

and Abihu, along with 70 elders, were invited to have a certain vision ofGod. The

text reads:

Then went upMoses, andAaron, Nadab, andA-bihu, and seventy of the elders oflsra-el:

And they saw the God oflsra-el: and there was under hisfeet as it were apaved work ofa

sapphire stone, and as itwere the body ofheaven in his clearness. And upon the nobles ofthe

children of Isra-el He laid not his hand: also they saw God, and did eat and drink.

(Ex. 24:9-11)

The attempt was disastrous, the vision completely misunderstood and inter

preted in its lowest form. The final result can be seen in Leviticus, chapter 10:

And Nadab and A-bihU, the sons ofAaron, took either of them his censer, and put fire

therein, and put incense thereon, and offered strange fire before the Lord, which he

commanded them not. And there went outfirefrom the Lord, and devoured them, and they
died before the Lord. ThenMoses said untoAaron, This is it that the Lord spake, saying, I

will be sanctified in them that come nigh me, and before all the people I will be glorified.

AndAaron held hispeace. AndMoses calledMisha-el andElza-phan, the sons ofUzzi-el the

uncle of Aaron, and said unto them, Come near, carry your brethren from before the

sanctuary out of the camp. So they went near, and carried them in their coats out of the

camp; as Moses had said. And Moses said unto Aaron, and unto E-le-azar and unto

Itha-mar, his sons, Uncover not your heads, neither rendyour clothes; lest ye die, and lest

wrath come upon all thepeople: but letyour brethren, the whole house oflsra-el, bewail the

burningwhich theLord hath kindled. Andye shall not go outfrom the door ofthe tabernacle

of the congregation, lest ye die: for the anointing oil of the Lord is upon you. And they did

according to the word ofMoses. And the Lord spake untoAaron, saying, Do not drinkwine
nor strong drink, thou, nor thy sons with thee, when ye go into the tabernacle of the

congregation, lest ye die: it shall be a statute for ever throughout your generations:

(Lev. 10:1-9)

The seven chapters that follow Moses
'

return fromMount Sinai are devoted to

the laws concerning sacrifice. These laws were presented to Moses, alone, at the

top of the mountain. In his absence, the people rebelled and asked Aaron to build
them a golden calf. The disasters that had been confined to the sons of Aaron and
the 70 elders pervaded the people at large. During this time the people no longer
speak of Moses the servant ofGod but merely the man Moses. Moses punished
them severely and moved the tent ofmeeting out of the camp, where it would stay,
in one form or another, until there was a king in Israel. WhenMoses returned from
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Mount Sinai beams of light were streaming from his brow, and the people could no

more look on him than they had been able to look upon God earlier. Moses was

forced to veil his face from the people, and removed the veil only in the presence of

God (Ex. 34:30-35).

At this point one cannot help remembering a young shepherd who once turned

aside to see what caused a bush to burn (Ex. 3:3). At that time he covered his eyes

because he feared to look at the presence of God, but walked freely among men.

Perhaps the most striking character of the Torah is its presentation of a founder

who, for the good of his people, never underwent apotheosis. But from this

passage we can see how narrow the escape was, and how very close to apotheosis

any successful foundermust come. The author, and evenMoses himself, was fully
aware of the narrow path that had to be traversed. Moses (Deut. 34:6) was buried

by the Lord Himself, in some unknown spot, so that no man would ever go there

to worship.

It is difficult for men to follow a way whose founder was not a god. Yet the

notion of apotheosis within monotheism implies that in comparison with Him, all

men necessarily fall so short ofhuman aspirations that any nobility and understand

ing they could achieve by a serious attempt on their own part would be negligible.

When considering the actions ofNadab and Abihu we can see the enormity of the

problem, and yet the Old Testament never wishes to make the gap between men as

they are and men as they should be infinite.

Let us review once more the circumstances surrounding the Giving of The

Law. The first set of laws, which deal with man's relation to his fellow man, was

given because of clear and definite problems that Jethro realized when he saw that

Moses could not continue judging all the people by himself. These laws were given

so that men would know how they should best act with regard to one another, and

so thatmen lesser thanMoses would be able to judgemost cases in which a law had

been broken.

When Moses returned from the mountain he repeated the laws to the people

because no laws can have force without promulgation. However, on that occasion

the author saw no reason to repeat the laws, but contented himself by reporting the

promulgation.

The incidents surrounding the giving of the second set of laws were somewhat

more complicated. First there was the episode ofNadab, Abihu, and the elders, in

which those closest toMoses had a twisted and ugly vision ofGod. After that affair

Moses returned to the mountain in order to receive the laws pertaining to sacrifice

and the Tabernacle. This time the laws are repeated almost verbatim afterMoses

returned, even though five chapters are required. These two statements of the Law

frame the incident of the Golden Calf.

The first set of laws was given as an answer to clear and obvious problems

visible to Jethro. In a like manner the second set of laws was an answer to the

problems implied in the actions of Nadab and Abihu, which had become all

pervasive during the affair of the Golden Calf. Given the fact that the text frames
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the story of the Golden Calf with the two accounts of the laws pertaining to

sacrifice, one is forced to ask whether it is not the intention
of the book to imply

that the whole of the worship in the Tabernacle and perhaps even in the Temple

itself is, from one point of view, nothing more than a substitute for the

Golden Calf.

Since the time of Cain men have required of themselves a sacrifice to

something beyond themselves. What lies behind those actions within the human

soul seems to be a patchwork of the most noble and the most base that the soul

contains. God, up to the time of Abram, seemed at best to be indifferent to

sacrifice. Abel's sacrifice was accepted with a pat on the head because of his

simplicity, and Cain's sacrifice was ignored because it said very little about him.

At that time God may still have had the highest hopes for Cain, but sacrifices

showed nothing. God's reaction to Noah's sacrifice in Gen. 8:21 seemed to reflect

the ambiguities in the human soul that sacrifice implies. It contained a promise, but

also the realization that all was not right with man.

What kinds of passions and thoughts lead men to this deed, which is viewed

by some as the highestmoment of the year and by others as ugly and disgusting? In

a sense, when we sacrifice an animal we gain absolute mastery over the animal,

and in another sense we become the animal and hence sacrifice ourselves .

The need to sacrifice comes from the desire to rejoin the chaotic ,
insofar as the

chaotic is understood to be the most pervasive character of the whole, of the

eternal. The need to sacrifice comes from the desire to rejoin the completely

ordered, insofar as the completely ordered is understood to be the most pervasive

character of the whole, of the eternal. The need to sacrifice comes from the desire

to assert one 's power over the whole , insofar as one can , by one s actions , force the

highest power to do one's bidding. The need to sacrifice comes from the desire to

nullify one's power in front of the whole insofar as one can, by one's actions,

demonstrate one 's willingness to sacrifice oneself to the highest power.

The laws of sacrifice are intended to refine this many-colored soul. Perhaps

the Rabbis of the Talmud were not so wrong when they said that Temple worship

was a punishment for the sin concerning the Golden Calf.

This account of the origins of sacrifice presented in the Book of Exodus was

intended only as a partial view. Nothing we have seen so far in sacrifice would be

sufficient to account for the role it plays in forming the inner relation of the people .

We must still see how it forms their character and how it makes it possible for them

to view men and possessions in such a way that they,will take for granted the

respect for peoples implied in the Sabbatical Year. No better statement of the

relationship between sacrifice and the character it develops in the people can be

found than that contained in Chapter 12 ofDeuteronomy. We shall quote the whole

chapter, inserting comments as we proceed:

These are the statutes and judgments , which ye shall observe to do in the land, which the

Lord God of thyfathers giveth thee to possess it, all the days that ye live upon the earth. Ye
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shall utterly destroy all the places, wherein the nations which ye shall possess served their

gods, upon the high mountains, and upon the hills, and under eveiy green tree:Andye shall

overthrow their altars, and break theirpillars, and burn their groves withfire; andye shall

hew down the graven images of their gods, and destroy the names ofthem out of thatplace.

Ye shall not do so unto the Lord your God. (Deut. 12:1-4)

The statement about sacrifice contained in this chapter begins with the general

repudiation of pagan sacrifice. The objection is as much to the means of sacrifice as

it is to the notion of many gods itself. The absolute demand that only one place,

chosen by the Lord, should be used, as will be mentioned in the next verse, is in

sharp contrast to the second verse, in which the pagans scnc their gods upon eveiy

high mountain and upon the hills and under eveiy green tree.

The most explicit Biblical statement concerning the objection to private

worship in natural surroundings is given in Is. 57:5-7:

Enflaming yourselves with idols under every green tree, slaying the children in the valleys

under the clifts ofthe rocks? Among the smooth stones ofthe stream is thyportion; they, they

are thy lot: even to them hast thoupoureda drink offering, thou hast offereda meat offering.

Should I receive comfort in these? Upon a lofty and high mountain hast thou set thy bed:

even thither wentest thou up to offer sacrifice.

The destruction of the high places and the insistence that sacrifices be made in

the Tent ofMeeting rather than under every green tree are based on the notion that

sacrifice made in natural surroundings is apt to lead the people to turn back to those

passions that surrounded the sacrifice to the Golden Calf. The rise of sacrifice

required the complete inversion of the Biblical attitude toward art. As we re

member, the Book ofGenesis presented a sharp criticism of art and a praise of the

life of the shepherd. This position will be maintained throughout the Book of

Genesis. But in Chapter 31 ofExodus, God grants the wisdom of art to Benzaleel in

order that he might build the Tabernacle. Natural surroundings can be too mindful

of the waters of chaos to be a proper setting for sacrifice.

The primal objection to art was based partly on the character of the pre-artistic

world and partly on Cain's inability to improve that world in a just manner. The

first Biblical solution was a rejection of the arts and a return to the simple life, but

the rise of the need to sacrifice rendered that solution untenable. The rise of the

Holy is an attempt to refine art and make it capable ofmeeting the situation.

But unto the place which the Lord your God shall choose out of all your tribes to put his

name there, even unto his habitation shall ye seek, and thither thou shalt come: (Deut. 12:5)

God begins to set up a certain tension in Verse 5 that will grow in this chapter

but will not be resolved for many chapters to come . In a manner that resembles His

first words to Abram, Get thee out ofthy country . . Jo a land which I shall show thee

(Gen. 12:1), God withholds the name of the place in which the sacrifice is to be
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made. This mysterious line, the place which the Lord your God shall choose, will

be repeated six times in the present chapter and no less than twenty-one times in the

next three chapters.

And thither ye shall bring your burnt offerings, and your sacrifices, and your tithes, and

heave offerings ofyour hand, andyour vows, andyourfreewill offerings, and thefirstlings

of your herds and ofyour flocks: And there ye shall eat before the Lord your God, and ye

shall rejoice in all that yeput your hand unto, ye andyour households, wherein the Lord thy

God hath blessed thee. (Deut. 12:6,7)

Sacrifice is primarily a time of rejoicing in which all the people of all the tribes

come together sharing their food and their happiness.

Ye shall not do after all the things that we do here this day, everyman whatsoever is right in

his own eyes. For ye are not as yet come to the rest and to the inheritance , which the Lord

yourGod giveth you . But when ye go over Jordan, and dwell in the land which the Lordyour

God giveth you to inherit, and when He giveth you restfrom all your enemies round about,

so thatye dwell in safety; Then there shall be a place which the Lordyour God shall choose

to cause his name to dwell there; thither shall ye bring all that I command you; your burnt

offerings, andyour sacrifices, your tithes, and the heave offering ofyour hand, and allyour

choice vows which ye vow unto the Lord: Andye shall rejoice before the Lordyour God, ye,

andyour sons, and your daughters, and your menservants and yourmaidservants, and the

Levite that is within your gates; forasmuch as he hath no part nor inheritance with you.

(Deut. 12:8-12)

The appointed sacrifice will mark a time of rest in the land when slaves and

free men, fathers and sons, will all be in one place, all sharing the same things. For

the second time God mentions the place the Lord your God shall choose.

Take heed to thyself that thou offer not thy burnt offerings in eveiyplace that thou seest: But

in theplace which the Lord shall choose in one of thy tribes, there thou shalt offer thy burnt

offerings, and there thou shalt do all that I command thee . (Deut. 12:13-14)

For the third time we are warned that all these things should be done in a

special way and in a certain place. Again our appetite is whetted to know where all

these things are to take place.

Notwithstanding thou mayest kill and eatflesh in all thy gates, whatsoever thy soul lusteth

after, according to the blessing of the Lord thy God which he hath given thee: the unclean
and the clean may eat thereof, as of the roebuck, and as of the hart. Only ye shall not eat the
blood; ye shall pour it upon the earth as water. (Deut. 12: 1 5- 16)

These verses stress the joys of daily life when each man is home within his

own gates. The joys of the sacrifice were intended to affect each man 's character
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and to give him a way of life. A stress is placed on the abundance of what is

allowed, but Verse 15 reminds us that there are certain natural limits of propriety

which should not be broken.

Thou mayest not eat within thy gates the tithe of thy corn, or ofthy wine, or ofthy oil, or the

firstlings ofthy herds or ofthyflock, nor any ofthy vows which thou vowest, nor thyfreewill

offerings, or heave offering ofthine hand: But thou must eat them before theLord thyGod in

theplace which the Lord thyGod shall choose, thou, and thy son, and thy daughter, and thy

manservant, and thy maidservant, and the Levite that is within thy gates: and thou shalt

rejoice before the Lord thy God in all that thouputtest thine hands unto. Take heed to thyself

that thouforsake not the Levite as long as thou livest upon the earth. (Deut. 12:17-19)

The joyfulness of this occasion is intended to foster magnificence. This

openness makes our responsibility toward the poor and toward the Levites more a

matter of course than a matter of duty.

When the Lord thy God shall enlarge thy border, as he hath promised thee, and thou shalt

say, I will eatflesh, because thy soul longeth to eatflesh; thou mayest eatflesh, whatsoever

thy soul lusteth after. If the place which the Lord thy God hath chosen to put his name there

be too farfrom thee, then thou shalt kill of thy herd and of thyflock, which the Lord hath

given thee, as I have commanded thee, and thou shalt eat in thy gates whatsoever thy soul

lusteth after. (Deut. 12:20-21)

The rest of the chapter reiterates the joy of the day and tempts us once more

with that strange phrase: the place which the Lord thy God has chosen.

It is difficult to grasp fully what can only be understood as the final irony of

the Book of Deuteronomy, which occurs in Chapter 27 when the tension is finally
broken. Deuteronomy 27:4-7 reads:

Therefore it shall be when ye be gone over Jordan, that ye shall set up these stones, which I

command you this day, inMount Ebal, and thou shaltplaister them with plaister. And there

shalt thou build an altar ofstones: thou shalt not lift up any iron tool upon them. Thou shalt

build the altar of the Lord thy God of whole stones: and thou shalt offer burnt offerings

thereon unto the Lord thy God: And thou shalt offerpeace offerings, and shalt eat there, and

rejoice before the Lord thy God.

The chosen place, whose name "we have waited long to discover, is to be

Mount Ebal. This tension began in Verse 5 of Chapter 12, and has grown in

magnitude ever since. But only four verses before the beginning of Chapter 12,

Mount Ebal had already been mentioned. The long awaited place was the

Mountain of Curses:

And it shall come to pass, when the Lord thy God hath brought thee in unto the land whither
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thou goest topossess it, that thou shaltput the blessing uponMount Geri-zim, and the curse

upon Mount Ebal. Are they not on the other side Jordan. By the way where the sun goeth

down, in the land of the Canaan-ites, which dwell
in the champaign over against Gilgal,

beside the plains ofMoreh? For ye shallpass over Jordan to go in to possess the land which

the Lord your God giveth you. And ye shall possess it, and dwell therein. And ye shall

obser\'e to do all the statutes andjudgments which I set beforeyou this day. (Deut . 11:29-32)

Perhaps the authorwishes to remind us of that other root of sacrifice discussed

in the long excursus from the Book ofExodus. Through his irony he wishes us not

to be blown in the wind by considering the highest onMondays and the lowest on

Tuesdays . In reminding us that sacrifice is part of a
curse and has another side to it,

deeply rooted in the affair of the Golden Calf, he forces us to hold in ourminds both

the highest and the lowest at the same time.

The passage from Jeremiah claims that the fundamental reason for the fall of

the state was the neglect of the Sabbatical Year, and by implication the neglect of

the Jubilee Year as well. The men are accused of going through the forms of the

sacrifice without establishing the economic reforms that year entails. Throughout

the chapter a great stress is laid on the spirit in which the law must be carried out.

Verse 8 reads, But thou shalt open thine hand wide unto him, and shalt surely lend

him sufficientfor his need, in that which he wanteth. The Sabbatical Year means a

new beginning for those who have fallen into debt. Mere freedom from past debts

is not sufficient. The freed slaves were to be given the means for maintaining

themselves, but more important, all of this was to be done with a good heart. It

shall not seem hard unto thee, when thou sendest him awayfreefrom thee;for he hath

been worth a double hired servant to thee, in sening thee six years: and the Lord thy

God shall bless thee in all that thou doest. (Deut. 15:18)

The ceremony in which the slaves were released had as its culmination a

sacrifice that was eaten before the Lord.

The relation between sacrifice and the Jubilee Year should now be clear. The

sharing of common meals and common joys by the people as a whole was intended

to foster that attitude toward people and mere things upon which the Jubilee Year

depends and which is the source of true humanity.

Analogous to Plato's Republic, Jeremiah says the fall of the state was due to

the forgetting of the complete concept of community implied in the Jubilee Year.

The breakdown of the Jubilee Year was a slow and almost unseen process.

The threads twist around each other, and it is almost impossible to say who or what

was to blame. But the process can be traced if we are willing to follow the

convoluted story with great care.

The seeds of the destruction of the Jubilee Year were planted even before its

inauguration. In the verses preceding the announcement of the Jubilee Year in

Leviticus, a brief story was abruptly inserted into the text concerning a man whose

motherwas Shelo-mith, the daughter ofDibri of the tribe ofDan, and whose father
was an Egyptian. This man fought with some of his brothers and cursed the name
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of the Lord. He was quickly put to death by Moses, and the episode is never

mentioned again (Lev. 24:10-23).

This story is striking for two reasons. Apart from the story concerning Nadab

and Abihu, the Book of Leviticus contains no other stories. Furthermore, the only
private names that appear in the book are the names of those immediately involved

in the Temple service: Moses and Aaron and his children. The only place names

mentioned are those that directly relate to the service: Sinai, mentioned four times,
and Canaan and Azazel, mentioned three times each. The name Moloch also

appears several times in direct relation to the laws against human sacrifice. Except

for one mention of the fathers, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in Lev. 26:42, no other

proper noun appears in the whole book except in this story.

In order to make intelligible this strange occurrence, we must try to unravel

some of the boldest threads that are woven into the latter half of the Book of

Numbers. In a fashion not unlike Tolstoy's War and Peace, the problems of a

private family are intertwined within the story of a great war.

In Chapter 21 Moses sent ambassadors to Sihon, king of the Amorites, asking
him to allow the Children of Israel to pass through his kingdom on their way to the

Promised Land. Sihon refused, and a great battle ensued in which Moses was

completely successful. As a result of this battle, Moses suddenly found himself in

control of a large tract of land east of the Jordan River that he had never intended to

capture. The rest of the conquered territories east of the Jordan were taken from

Moab and Ammon. In neither case did Moses intend to take the land. Both Moab

and Ammon were sons of Lot, and God had commanded Moses not to take their

land. The only route to the Promised Land led through Moab territory, and Moses

sent amessenger asking permission to cross . Ammon was unhurt , but theMoabites

panicked and attacked. It seems to have been
Moses'

intention to restrict the

country within the natural border formed by the Jordan. Apparently he did not

originally intend to conquer the eastern lands, but once the Moabites attacked there

seemed to be little choice.

After the battle three sisters, the daughters of Zelophehad from the tribe of

Menassah, appeared before Moses (Num. Chap. 27). Their father had no sons, and

they wished to inherit his land. The arrangement seemed perfectly just to Moses

and so it was determined.

The war against Sihon continued, but when it was finally over Reuben and

Gad came forward with a request. The sons of Israel were now in possession of a

large tract of land east of the Jordan. Would it not be possible for Reuben and Gad

to settle their children and their wives in the new territory?Why of all the sons was

it Reuben who asked to settle the land apart from the rest of the community?

Perhaps it was because it was he, and not the father ofMoses, who had the natural

claim of primogeniture (Num. 30:32). Such a thing had happened once before in

the uprising of Korah. At first Moses was unwilling, but later he agreed to grant

them the land on condition that they accompany their brothers to help them

conquer the whole land before returning to their wives and children.
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In Chapter 36 the elders of Menassah came forward to raise a difficulty

concerning the daughters of
Zelophehad. If they should marry outside the tribe of

Menassah, parts of the land that would normally return to the tribe of Menassah

during the Jubilee Yearwould then return to the tribe of
their husbands. Moses was

unperturbed and ruled that the girlsmay marry whomever they please provided that

they be from the tribe ofMenassah. Moses, with great foresight, had already made

the choice easy for the girls by suddenly announcing in his discussion with
the men

ofReuben and Gad that part of the land in the eastern territories would be given to

half the tribe of Menassah (Num. 33:33). In that division Zelophehad was given

the extreme northeastern sector, where there would be little chance that the girls

would meet any young man not from their own tribe.

Under the leadership of Joshua, themen ofReuben and Gad plus half the tribe

of Menassah successfully fulfilled their commitment (Josh. 4:12), were duly

praised by Joshua ,
and allowed to return home (Josh .22:1).However, the Children

of Israel soon heard that Reuben, Gad, and half the tribe ofMenassah had built a

great altar contrary to the fundamental concept of the unity of the people (Josh.

22:10).

Joshua sent Phineas the priest to investigate the situation. The men of the

eastern lands protested that they would be very far from the Holy Place and that it

would be difficult for them to bring their children. They had built the altar in order

to remind their children that they, too, were part of God's people. It was never

intended to be more than a reminder, and no sacrifices would ever be given upon it.

Even cholic Phineas, whom we know to be rather strict in such cases (see Num.

25:7), was moved by the good intentions of the men and allowed the altar to

remain.

Many years later, after the lands had largely been settled, an Ephraimite

named Micha built his own altar and make himself an ephod, and a Levite from

Bethlehem became his priest (see Judg. Chap. 17). Joshua and most of the early

leaders after his death were Ephraimites. Joshua was an Ephraimite (Num. 13:8);

Ehud, while himselfnot an Ephraimite, called the people together in the mountains

of Ephraim, near the home of the next great leader, Deborah (Judg. 4:5). Gideon

was not from Ephraim and seems to have purposely ignored them in the early part

of his battles. One need only look at a map to see that the men upon whom he did

call were all from the tribes surrounding Ephraim. The men of Ephraim also

noticed this slight and reprimanded him sharply (Judg. 8:1).

However Gideon was able to placate their complaints by calling on them for

help and saying Is not the gleaming of the grapes ofEphraim better than the grapes

ofAbi-ezer? (Judg. 8:2).

Under the leadership of Jephtha, however, the nominal leadership ofEphraim
came into serious question when open war broke out between Ephraim and the

other tribes (Judg. Chap. 12). It may be that this loss of position caused the action
of the man named Micha.



The Lion and the Ass 41

Sometime before the days ofMicha, the Philistines began to attack Israel and

conquered part of the eastern territory that belonged to the tribe ofDan. This time

the struggle between the Philistines and Israel became a personal battle between

the Philistines and Samson. The men of Judah even protested against Samson's

personal war on the ground of its futility (See Judg. 15:11,12).

After the death of Samson the Book of Judges tells the story of Micha, an

Ephraimite who had stolen a sum ofmoney from his mother and then returned it to

her. She, being pleased by his remorse, returned the money to her son, praising the

Lord. Micha took the money and used it to build a private altar. A Levite from

Bethlehem became its priest.

It is difficult to say precisely why this happened, but more than likely it was

related to the fall from power of the tribe ofEphraim . Micha undoubtedly felt that

his own private altar would in some sense make up for that loss of prestige (see

Judg. Chap. 17).

One day a group of spies from the tribe ofDan appeared atMicha 's door. Dan

was the only son of Jacob who had no more than one child; perhaps for that reason

he was given a small territory. But by the time the tribe reached the Promised Land

they were more numerous than any other tribe with the exception of Judah. Since

the lands they had been allotted were too small and much of that had fallen to the

Philistines, a large number of them decided to conquer territory on the northern

border, including the city ofLeshem orLaish (see Josh . 19:45 ) . As the spies ofDan

set out to view this prospective site, they happened by the house of Micha and

chatted with the Levite whom they happened to know.

The conquest of Laish was an easy task, but on their return they, perhaps

feeling that their conquest of the land was a tribal victory rather than the victory of

the people as awhole ,
convinced the Levite to leaveMicha and to establish his altar

in the newly conquered territories. Their argument was an
follows: Hold thypeace,

lay thine hand upon thymouth and go with us, and be to us afather and a priest: is it

betterfor thee to be apriest unto the house ofone man or that thou be a priest unto a

tribe and afamily in Israel (Judg. 18:19).

The tribe of Dan was probably in a better position to build such an altar than

any other tribe since one of its
members

,
Aholiad ,

the son ofAhisanach ,
had been

instructed by God Himself as an assistant to Bezaleel when the Tabernacle was first

established many years before (See Ex.
21:6).

The destruction of the Jubilee Year is now complete. One whole tribe has set

up a separate altar. By inserting the story of the
rebellious Danite just prior to the

establishment of the Jubilee Year the author indicates that the practice of the

Jubilee Year would inevitably fail and that this rebelliousness was bound to

reoccur. The Danites soon replaced the Levite with a priest from Menassah, who

easily fell into the role ofministering
at the rebellious altar, since he had grown up

around the altar which was never to be used.

How did it all happen? Was it just the final blow, or was that only to be
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expected since the Danites, who had assisted all of their brothers in securing their

homes , were left alone to conquer the most difficult lands? Their lot was the land of

the giants which should have been captured first but which fewmen dared to enter.

Was it Micha? Was it the refusal ofMoab, or was it the simple fact that Dan

only had one son and that a man named Zelophehad happened to have had only

daughters?

The incidents which the Bible presents as leading up to the fall of the Jubilee

Year were so numerous and each so relatively insignificant that it is difficult to

know where to place the blame, but perhaps that is the way in which the Bible

understands the fall of great things.

The story of the altar of Dan will have its effect only many
years later at the

time of Jeroboam "s revolution when the kingdom is split. Jeroboam will reestab

lish the altar ofDan ,
and the complete weight ofwhat has happened will be felt (see

I Kings 13:29, and commentaries to Gen. 20:15 and Gen. 28:19).

Unfortunately, nothing ofwhat we have said seems sufficient to explain why a

sacrifice is asked of Abram. He seems to have no natural desires that must be

cleansed, and his sacrifice is made alone because there is not yet a people with

whom he can rejoice.

If we bring the passage from Genesis back into focus, we remember that in a

way that is not yet clear Abram has been going through the future history of his

people. The carrion bird Abram chased away from the carcasses in Verse 1 1 was the

same bird Jeremiah once used as a description of Babylon. Only Abram can chase

away the buzzard by establishing the true foundations.

12. Andwhen the sun was going down, adeep sleepfell uponAbram; and, lo, an horror of

great darknessfell upon him.

The dreamlike quality of the chapter is now at its highest, and Abram is

deeply asleep.

13 . And he said unto Abram, Know ofa surety that thy seed shall be a stranger in a land

that is not theirs, and shall seire them; and they shall afflict themfour hundred years;

14. And also that nation, whom they shall serve, will /judge: and aftenvard shall they

come out with great substance.

15 . And thou shalt go to thyfathers in peace; thou shalt be buried in a good old age.

16. But in the fourth generation they shall come hither again: for the iniquity of the

Amor-ites is not yetfull.

17. And it came to pass, that, when the sun went down, and it was dark, behold a smoking

furnace, and a burning lamp thatpassed between those pieces.
18. In the same day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying. Unto thy seed have I

given this land, from the river ofEgypt unto the great river, the river Eu-phrates:

19. The Kenites, and the Kennizzites, and the Kadmon-ites.

20. And theHittites, and the Periz-zites, and the Repha-ims.

21. And theAmor-ites, and the Canaan-ites, and the Girga-shites, and the Jebu-sites.
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In his sleep Abram learns the full implications ofwhat he has been doing and

what his children will do in times to come. The land God has promised them is not a

land waiting to be occupied. It is a land inhabited by many peoples, andmany wars

will have to be fought before the nation can be established.

The word translated as carcasses in Verse 11 is a common word in the Bible,

but in every other verse it refers to the carcasses of dead men lying in a battlefield.

The four sacrifices we originally took to be the sacrifices appropriate to the four

classes of the people turn out to be the death of those men themselves.

Only one question remains. From Verse 9 on, the chapter seems to be an

attempt to answer Abram 's question: Whereby shall I know that I shall inherit it?

Many people have sacrificed to God before, but God has never asked for

sacrifice until now. Abram is convinced the promise will be fulfilled only when he

realizes that the Promised Land is not a simple gift, but that he, and his children

too, will be forced to make many sacrifices.

Five of Canaan's ten sons became tribes in their own right. The others are

nevermentioned again after their birth, and compose the single tribe known as the

Canaanites, but only four appear in the dream. Canaan had one more son who grew

into a tribe. They were known as the Hevites, and their story will be told in the

commentary to Chapter 34.

The appearance of the Amorites seems to imply that
Moses'

intention to

restrict the limits of the new country to the eastern bank of the Jordan could not

succeed. The reasons for this will be more fully discussed in the commentary to

Gen. 48:22.

ChapterXVI

1. NowSaraiAbram's wife bare him no children: and she had an handmaid, an Egyptian,

whose name was Hagar.

2. And Sarai said untoAbram, Behold now, the Lord hath restrained mefrom bearing: I

pray thee go in unto my maid; itmay be that I may obtain children by her. AndAbram

hearkened to the voice ofSarai.

3 . AndSaraiAbram's wife tookHagar hermaid the Egyptian, afterAbram had dwelt ten

years in the land ofCanaan, and gave her to her husband
Abram to be his wife.

4. And he went in unto Hagar, and she conceived: and when she saw that she had

conceived, hermistress was despised in her eyes.

Sarai, the mistress of an Egyptian slave named Hagar, being barren, decided

to give Hagar to her husband Abram. The plan was Sarai 's, and she shall have to

live with its consequences.

5. And Sarai said unto Abram, My wrong be upon thee: I have given my maid into thy

bosom ; and when she saw that she had conceived, I was despised in her eyes: the Lord

judge between me and thee.
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6. But Abram said unto Sarai, Behold, thy maid is in thy hand: do to her as it plcaseth

thee. And when Sarai dealt hardly with her, shefled from herface.

Sarai dealt hardly with herEgyptian slave. The word translated dealt hardly is

the word that will be used in the Book of Exodus for the relation of Pharoah, the

Egyptian master, to his Hebrew slaves. Chapter 16 will turn out to be the inversion

of the story ofExodus . Sarai is the cruel Hebrewmaster, Hagar the Egyptian slave .

7. And the angel of the Lord found her by a fountain ofwater in the wilderness, by the

fountain in the way to Shur.

8. And he said, Hagar, Sarai'smaid, whence earnest
thou:'

and whither wilt thou go?And

she said, Iflee from the face ofmy mistress Sarai.

9. And the angel of the Lord said unto her, Return to thy mistress, and submit thyself

under her hands.

Like most of the questions asked in the Book of Genesis, this question is

rhetorical . Freedom is always a flight to ,
never simply a flight from, and Hagar has

nowhere to go. So she must return to her mistress and wait.

10. And the angel of the Lord said unto her, I will multiply thy seed exceedingly, that it

shall not be numberedformultitude.

The inverted parallel is complete. The son of the Egyptian slave will also be

the father of a great nation. Further on in the book we will read a great deal about

Isarel 's relation to the sons of Esau and to the children of Abraham s son Midian.

But unlike these peoples the story of this great nation is never told in the Torah or in

the books of the earlier Prophets.

Ishmael will be present at the death of his father (Gen. 25:9), and his sons will

be the innocent means of transferring Joseph into Egypt (Gen. 39:1). The names of

his sons will all be given in Gen. 25:12, but the names of their sons will never be

mentioned.

11. And the angel of the Lord said unto her, Behold, thou art with child, and shalt bear a

son, and shalt call his name Ishma-el; because the Lord hath heard thy affliction.

The complete otherness of the story of Ishmael makes it a difficult story to

piece together. Although neither he nor his sons are mentioned in the earlier books

of the Bible, his second son, Kedar, is frequently mentioned in Isaiah, twice in

Jeremiah, and once each in Ezekiel, Psalms, and the Song Of Songs.

The Book of Psalms presents Kedar as a wild and warlike nation. Woe is me

that I sojourn in Mesech, that I dwell in the tents ofKedar!My soul hath dwell long
with him that hateth peace . (Ps. 120:5-6)

In spite of their wild character, Isaiah and Jeremiah both lament their fall



The Lion and the Ass 45

when they are captured by the forces ofNebuchadnezzar (Is. 21:16 and Jer. 49:28).

They are wild, but their wildness is never understood as the recalcitrance of

sin. Jeremiah can say of them: Forpass over the isles ofChittin and see. And send to

Kedar, and consider diligently, and see if there be such a thing. Hath a nation

changed their gods which are yet no gods? But my people have changed their glory

for that which doth not profit (Jer. 2:10-1 1).

Perhaps the most interesting reference to Kedar appears in the Song of Songs.

The maiden says, For I am black and comely . . like the tents ofKedar (Song 1:5).

The beloved, in the only truly erotic love poem in Biblical literature, likens herself

to one of the tents of the Sons of Ishmael .

12. And he shall be a wild ass of a man; his hand will be against eveiy man, and every

man's hand against him; and he shall dwell in the presence ofall his brethren.

The alternative son, the son of the inverted story, is a wild ass. If the inversion

of the story of Israel is to be found in the story of Ishmael, then the life of the wild

ass may be considered the inversion of the life under law. Since their story is not

told in the books we shall be considering in the main body of this commentary, it

can only be hypothetically pieced from the rest of the Bible. That implies that

whether the author ofGenesis would agree with our findings or not will remain an

open question.

The simile of the wild ass appears twice in Jeremiah. His first description

reads as follows:

A wild ass used to the wilderness that snuffeth up the wind at her pleasure; in her occasion

who can turn her away? All they that seek her will not weary themselves; in hermonth they

shallfind her. (Jer. 2:24)

The wild ass first appears as the symbol of all that exists beyond the borders of

the Expanse and the borders of law. But several chapters later Jeremiah also says:

And the wild asses did stand in the high places, they snuffed up the wind like dragons; their

eyes didfail, because there was no grass. (Jer. 14:6)

Though she lives in the realm of chaos, a world far from our own, when her world

goes dry even we who live within the bounds of law can pity her.

The references throughout the Book of Job are even more enlightening. Early

in his laments Job says: Doth the wild ass bray when it hath grass? Or loweth the ox

over hisfodder? (Job 6:5). The wild ass is at home in the world of chaos and is even

capable of a strange calmness when there is grass. Zophar, one of Job's comfort

ers, likens the wild ass to one who can never learn the ways of civilization (Job

11:12). Job's final statement about the wild ass reads:
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Behold, as wild asses in the desert, go theyforth to their work: rising betimesfor
a prey: th

wilderness yieldethfoodfor them andfor their children. They reap every one his corn in th

field: and they gather the vintage of the wicked. They cause the naked to lodge without

clothing, that they have no covering in the cold. They are wet with the showers of the

mountains, and embrace the rock for want of a shelter. They pluck the fatherless from the

breast, and take apledge ofthepoor. They cause him to go nakedwithout clothing, and they

take away the sheaffrom the hungry; Which make oil within their walls, and tread their

winepresses, and suffer thirst. Men groan from out of the city, and the soul of the wounded

crieth out: yetGod layeth not folly to them . They are ofthose that rebel against the light: they

know not the ways thereof, nor abide in the paths thereof. (Job 24:5-13)

The horrible destruction and chaos that lie in the twisted path of the wild asses

as they careen through civilization can barely be imagined, and yet God laveth no

folly to them. When the cold winds force them to attack civilization, men groan

from out of the city. And yet God does not blame them because the city is not their

home.

Job in his great personal sorrows, in his suffering for which he sees no reason

and in which he sees no justice, asked God why he must suffer such pain. The

answer Job receives from the whirlwind is a strange one since his boils are never

mentioned, but it ultimately satisfies him. Job is given a momentary glance into a

world thatmen living calmly under the Law in Jerusalem rarely see. It begins with

the words:

Gird up now thy loins like a man: for I will demand of thee and do thou answer me. Where

wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth? Declare, if thou hast understanding.

(Job 38:3-4)

The answer Job was given is a strangely impersonal answer to a personal

problem. He is invited to look into the world that lies beyond the Covenant. Job

had never even known before that the great leviathan existed. He had never seen

that other world whose inhabitants cannot be numbered a land full of raging

torrents and the behemoth. It is a strange land in which God causes it to rain on the

earth where no man is, in the wilderness which has no human life (Job 38:26). The

world beyond law is a place of frightening tenderness. It is a place where each thing
exists for its own sake. The spring rain falls, but for man no special thought

is taken.

The voice in the whirlwind asked:

Canst thou draw out leviathan with an hook? or his tongue with a cord which thou lettest

down? Canst thou put an hook into his nose? or bore his jaw through with a thorn? Will he

make many supplications unto thee? will he speak soft words unto thee? Will he make a

covenantwith thee? wilt thou take himfor a servantfor ever? Wilt thouplay with him as with

a bird? or wilt thou bind himfor thymaidens ? Shall the companions make a banquet ofhim ?

Shall theypan him among the merchants? Canst thoufill his skin with barbed irons? or his
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head withfish spears? Lay thine hand upon him, remember the battle, do nomore. Behold,

the hope ofhim is in vain: shall not one be cast down even at the sight ofhim? None is so

fierce that dare stir him up: who then is able to stand before me? (Job 40:25-32)

In that infinite sea of waters above the expanse swims the great leviathan. God

tamed this monster of the sea, and no man knows and no man is known.

From Job's point of view it is a land full of wonder and horrors. At the end of

the book, Job realizes God's true justice by seeing the real chaos from which He

protects us and in comparison with which his boils are no more than a fly buzzing
'round his ear. The impersonal answer that raised Job's eyes beyond himself

touched him more deeply than any personal answer could have.

One of the questions the whirlwind asks of this new Job who has peered into

the world beyond the protection of Law is: Who hath sent out the wild assfree? or

who hath loosed the bands of the wild-ass? (Job 39:5) . Job had lived safely with his

friends under the protection of Law. It was a peaceful world in which Job pros

pered. Suddenly that peace was disturbed, and he was forced to look beyond its

limits. Part of that infinite chaos was the beauty and the terror of the wild ass who

runs freely. It was not the world chosen for Israel, and yet it is a world into which

even those who live under the care of Law are forced at times to peer.

Whether this account, which has been pieced together from the rest of the

Bible, is in accord with the intentions of the author ofGenesis will probably never

be clear, but without them it would be hard to see in what sense Ishmael's life can

be called blessed.

The use the First Book of Chronicles makes of the sons of Ishmael is more

complicated. In Chapter 2, Verse 17, Amassah is said to be an Ishmaelite.

However, in the Second Book of Samuel (II Sam. 17:2) he is said to be the son of

Ithri, an Israelite. The switch could be understood as a natural error since Ishmael

had a son named Jetur and another son named Massah. At first it would appear as

though Massah became misunderstood as Amassah and taken as the son of Jetur,

who then became Ithri. However, such indulgences into modern Biblical criticism

will not answer the real problems only hinted at here.

The Book of Chronicles knows nothing of giants. In its attempt to de-

mythologize the conquest of the land it leaves aside completely the fears Moses

had ofgoing through the land of the Philistines
. The great importance ofcourage as

a virtue is lost. Caleb, the son of Jephunneh, still inherits the land he gained in the

Torah, but no mention is made of his great fortitude in facing the giants. No

mention is made of the great charms and skill the young David showed in his first

battle, and consequently the full impact ofHezekiah 's last successful battle is lost.

It is almost as if the author were embarrassed because his grandfather believed in

giants. Perhaps the great pity is that we were taught not to believe in giants. Our

fathers have taught us that progress can overcome all things. The great disap

pointment in my own generation when
these expectations were not fulfilled has led

to more chaos than was ever caused by the mightiest of the giants.
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The battle for the eastern provinces, however, did present the author of

Chronicles with some problems . Og , king of Heshbon and leader of the Amorites ,

was a descendant of the giants . In the parallel account in the Book ofChronicles the

Amorites are never even mentioned (See I Chron. 5:14-20). Instead, they are

replaced by Abdiel, Jetur, Nephish, andNehad, the sons of Ishmael. The giants are

silently recast into a milder form by replacing them with the sons of Ishmael.

13. And she called the name of the Lord that spake unto her, Thou God seest me: for she

said, Have I also here looked after him that seeth me?

14. Wherefore the well was called Beer-la-hai-roi; behold, it is between Kadesh and

Bered.

The town ofBered is mentioned in no other passage in Biblical literature. The

name in Hebrew means hail, the wildest and most destructive form in which the

waters that are over the heavens can come down. Kadesh means the holy. While

names are not always significant in the Bible, it makes some sense that the sons of

Ishmael should live in some unknown place between hail and the holy.

15. And Hagar bare Abram a son: andAbram called his son's name, which Hagar bare,

Ishma-el.

16. AndAbram wasfourscore and sixyears old, when Hagar bare Ishma-el toAbram.

ChapterXVII

1. And when Abram was ninety years old and nine, and Lord appeared to Abram, and

said unto him, I am GodAlmighty; walk before me, and be thou perfect.

The words that the King James translates God Almighty, but whose literal

meaning is unknown, will appear five more times in the Book of Genesis. In the

Book ofExodus it will explicitly be replaced by the word that is often transliterated
as Jehovah:

I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as God Almighty but I did not make myselfknown
to them by my name. (Ex. 6:3)

Let us try to understand the significance of these two names. The name God

Almighty will next be used by Isaac in the blessing he gives to Jacob before his

journey to Padanaram (Gen. 28:3). It is GodAlmighty who will give to Jacob the
new name Israel (Gen. 25:11), and in the name of GodAlmighty Jacob blesses his
sons as they go down to Egypt (Gen. 43:3). The term appears in Gen. 48:3, but

merely as a reference back to the last appearance, and the last reference occurs in

Jacob's final blessing to Joseph. But Joseph is the man most in contact with the

Egyptians.
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The term GodAlmighty radically belongs to the early formation of the people.

It is used only when Abraham and his sons go out into a world inhabited by other

men. Finally, the last time it is used in the Torah is in the blessing ofBaalam (Num.

24:4). GodAlmighty, within the confines of the Torah, is the name ofGod insofar

as He is the God of individual men who face foreigners or go on long journeys. The

name transliterated as Jehovah is the name of God as the God of the people, each

facing the other. Baalam does not know the difference.

The word translated as walk is a reflexive verb. In meaning it is rather close to

the English word stroll. God was strolling in the Garden when He happened to

notice Man and Eve (Gen. 3:8). Enoch strolled with God (Gen. 5:22). Noah, in

another sense, also strolled with God (Gen. 6:9). Abram was invited to stroll about

the land to see what it was like (Gen. 13:1), and according to the words of his

servant Abram will describe the Lord as theLord before whom I stroll (Gen. 24:40).

Strolling is an act we do for its own sake as opposed to walking to someplace for

some purpose.

This verse stands in sharp contrast to God's first command to Abram. The

words get thee out ofthy country, literally gofor thyself, come from the same root as

the word walk, which appears in the present verse. Although the original command

also had a reflexive quality about it, the sense is quite different from the use of the

reflexive verb in the present verse. The original command almost has the sense of

gofor thy own sake. Abram and his people have a long way to go before they will

reach their highest end. The first command looks forward to a time in the future. In

this verse God seems to command Abram to have a worthy goal for himself apart

from the overall general plan.

That goal is to be perfect. The Hebrew word we have translated as perfect and

was used to describe Noah is identical to the English word in its origins, but carries

with it more of the original sense than does its English counterpart. It is sometimes

translated simple but basically means complete, in the sense of a unit. It often has

the correlate meaning of simpleminded as well. Solomon's Temple, when it was

finished, was called complete (I Kings 6:22) . A bow drawn to its fullest is drawn to

its completeness (I Kings 22:34), and an animal that has no defect is called simple

or complete (Ex. 12:5). Such are some of the usages of the word that is used to

describe the way in which Abram should be.

Since the verse speaks of Abram's private virtue the term God Almighty is

used.

2 . And I will make my covenant betweenme and thee, andwillmultiply thee exceedingly.

Such verses tend to be so complicated that they are best understood by

considering passages in which similar thoughts are expressed more simply. The

reader is referred to the commentaries on Gen. 9:9, 14:24, and 21:34.

3. AndAbramfell on hisface: and God talked with him, saying,
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4. As for me, behold, my covenant is with thee, and thou shalt be a father of many

nations.

5. Neither shall thy name anymore be calledAbram, but thy name shall beAbra-ham ;for

afather ofmany nations have Imade thee.

The name Abram, the father of the high, is changed to Abraham, which is

interpreted by the author to mean the father ofmany.

6. AndIwillmake thee exceedingfruitful, andIwillmake nations ofthee, and kings shall

come out of thee .

1 . And I will establish my covenant between me and thee and the seed after thee in their

generationsfor an everlasting covenant, to be a God unto thee, and to thy seed after

thee.

8. And I will give unto thee, and to thy seed after thee, the land wherein thou art a

stranger, all the landofCanaan , for an everlastingpossession ; and Iwill be theirGod.

9. And God said unto Abra-ham, Thou shalt keep my covenant therefore, thou, and thy

seed after thee in their generations.

10. This is my covenant, which ye shall keep, between me andyou and thy seed after thee;

Every man child among you shall be circumcised.

The specific form of the sign of the Covenant is somewhat difficult to

interpret for those who are not quite satisfied with Sigmund Freud. The Hebrew

word for circumcision is of unknown origin and is used in no other sense. The word

forforeskin, however, is used in several other senses andmetaphors , whichmay be

of some help. When a new tree is planted the fruit for the first three years is called

the foreskin and may not be eaten. In this sense Jeremiah describes those who

cannot hear his prophecy as havingforeskinned ears (Jer. 6:10), just as men who do

harm haveforeskinned hearts (Deut. 10:16).
Moses'

impediment of speech is called

theforeskin ofhis tongue. These exampleswould seem to indicate that the world as

given, whether it be a new-born child or a piece of fruit or the heart ofman, is not

completed. Virtue hides itself and must be revealed by additional labor. The

outside is always rough.

The term foreskin is often used for Israel's enemies. The term occurs on six

separate occasions in the Bible. Samson's father is distressed that Samson should

take a wife from among theforeskinned Philistines (Judg. 14:3). Later on Samson

prayed to God not to deliver him into the hands of the uncircumcised (Judg. 15:18).

In Jonathan's famous single-handed battle against the Philistines he cries to his

armour-bearer: Come and let us go into the garrison ofthese uncircumcised (I Sam.

14:6). David's dowry for Saul's daughter is a hundred Philistine/on?.^//?.? (I Sam.

Chaps. 17, 18; II Sam. 3:14). After having been wounded, Saul asks one of themen

passing by to kill him so that he would not be killed by one of the foreskinned

Philistines (I Sam. 31:4). A verse from David's lament at the death of Saul reads as

follows:
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Tell it not in Gath , publish it not in the streets ofAskelon; lest the daughters ofthePhilistines

rejoice, lest the daughters of the uncircumcised triumph. (II Sam. 1:20)

There are no other passages in the Bible in which the term is used in this way.

The term foreskin applied to Israel's enemies only appears with reference to the

Philistines. The Philistines are always understood to be the unconquerable enemy.

Their land was the last refuge for the giants, and as such represents the limit beyond

which no order can be established. In this sense they are political counterparts of

the waters that are over the heavens. They form the outer world that can be kept

back but never fully conquered.

It would follow from this that there is a certain similarity between the

Covenant ofNoah and the Covenant ofAbraham . The rainbow, as it were ,
is a kind

of cosmic circumcision dividing the chaotic waters from the bit of order that

surrounds man, just as the Covenant of Abraham is an attempt to establish some

political order within the chaos of human affairs. Heaven and earth and the things

they contain turn out not to be complete in the sense in which Abram was told to be

complete or perfect. The Covenant means leaving the way into which we are born

for a New Way.

11. And ye shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskin; and it shall be a token of the

covenant betwixt me and you.

12. And he that is eight days old shall be circumcised among you, eveiy man child in your

generations, he that is born in the house, or bought with money ofany stranger, which

is not of thy seed.

13. He that is born in thy house, and he that is bought with thy money, must needs be

circumcised; and my covenant shall be in yourfleshfor an everlasting covenant.

14. And the uncircumcised man child whose flesh ofhis foreskin is not circumcised, that

soul shall be cut offfrom his people; he hath broken my covenant.

15. And God said unto Abra-ham. As for Sarai thy wife, thou shalt not call her name

Sarai, but Sarah shall her name be.

Verse 12 contains the first attempt to fulfill the promise that the blessings of

Abraham shall be shared by allmen. During the course of the Torah we shall see the

attempt to spread the blessing by means of those people closest to the sons of Israel,

but we shall also see its great failure. The later Prophets will devote themselves to

finding anotherWay.

16. And I will bless her, and give thee a son also ofher: yea . I will bless her, and she shall

be a mother ofnations; kings ofpeople
shall be ofher.

17. Then Abra-hamfell upon hisface, and laughed, and said in his heart, Shall a child be

born unto him that is an hundredyears old? and shall Sarah, that is ninety years old,

bear?

18. AndAbra-ham said unto God, O that Ishma-el might live before thee!

After the great war with Chedorlaomer, Abram said to God: Although I have
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accepted You as my God, and am pleased to do Your will, there is very little You

can do forme since no matterwhat You give me I have no sons to carry it on, and all

will die with me. In a similar manner Verse 18 is to be understood as meaning that

Abraham would be willing to see the blessing go to his son, Ishmael, and does not

demand a son from Sarah.

In Verse 12 of Chapter 16 God had said of Ishmael that he shall dwell in the

presence of all his brethren. The Hebrew literally says in the face ofhis kinsmen.

Abraham is asking God to change that prophecy, and let Ishmael be the chosen one

who lives in the face ofGod, as the Hebrew text puts it.

19. AndGod said, Sarah thy wife shall bear thee a son indeed; and thou shalt call his name

Isaac: and I will establish my covenant with himfor an everlasting covenant, and with

his seed after him .

For the importance of the name Isaac see the commentary to Gen. 21.

<un20. And asfor Ishma-el, I have heard thee: Behold, I have blessed him, and willmake hit

fruitful, and will multiply him exceedingly ; twelve princes shall he beget, and I will

make him a great nation.

The prophecy does not refer to a long line of kings, but rather to the twelve

sons of Ishmael mentioned in Gen. 25:13. Ishmael's twelve sons are obviously

intended as a parallel to the twelve tribes of Israel and complete the discussion

found in the commentary to Gen. 16:12 concerning the parallel between Ishmael

and Israel.

21 . But my covenant will I establish with Isaac, which Sarah shall bear unto thee at this set

time in the next year.

By accepting Abraham's offer God would have had one less miracle to

perform, and could have banished the wild ass from the world forever. But the

world would have been a poorer place.

22. And he left off talking with him. and God went upfrom Abra-ham.

23. AndAbra-ham took Ishma-el his son, and all that were born inhishouse, and all that

were bought with his money, eveiy male among the men ofAbra-ham's house; and

circumcised theflesh of theirforeskin in the selfsame day, as God had said unto him.

24. AndAbra-ham was ninety years old and nine, when he was circumcised in theflesh of

hisforeskin.

25 . And Ishma-el his son was thirteen years old, when he was circumcised in theflesh of
hisforeskin.

26. In the selfsame day wasAbra-ham circumcised, and Ishma-el his son.

27. And all themen ofhis house, born in the house, and bought withmoney ofthe stranger,
were circumcised with him.
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In spite of what we have already said concerning circumcision, the act itself

cannot be fully understood apart from Chapter 22, in which Abraham will again

approach his son with a knife, andwe shall be forced to discuss the problem again.

ChapterXVIII

1 . And theLord appeared unto him by the oaks ofMamre: and he sat at the opening ofthe

tent in the heat of the day:

Chapters 18 and 19 are so parallel that it would be difficult to examine one

without the other. For that reason many of the comments that would properly

belong here will be found in the commentaries to the next chapter.

In the beginning of this chapter Abraham is found sitting at the opening of his

tent. A great deal of the story ofGenesis is wound around the question of openings

and doors. Some people live in tents that are open. Some people live in houses that

have doors that can close. The Tent OfMeeting, for instance, has only an opening

with no door to close it. Noah is told tomake an opening in his Ark (Gen. 6:17), but

God did not grant him the art of making doors and had to close the Ark Himself

(Gen. 7:17). Lot's house has a door, and so we shall say more about doors in the

next chapter.

Mamre is Hebron (Gen. 23:12), the first seat of David's kingdom (I Sam.

30:31). Abraham seems to be more at home in the first capital than in the second. In

our discussion of Malchi-Zedek there appeared to be a reference to the ultimate

capital in Jerusalem (see commentary to Gen. 14:18), but it is unclear why

Abraham did not establish his residence there. This problem will be faced in the

commentary to Gen. 23:2.

2. And he lifted up his eyes and looked, and, lo, three men stationed themselves by him:

and when he saw them, he ran to meet them from the tent door, and bowed himself

toward the ground,

3 . And said. My Lord, ifnow I havefoundfavour in thy sight, pass not away, 1pray thee,

from thy servant:

Abraham 's speech is simple and noble. Three times he uses a particle that can

be translated Ipray thee, and the
lengthened form of the verb, which indicates care

and respect, continually adds to the richness
of his speech.

The words stationed themselves axe quite definite in Hebrew. The men are

stationed by Abraham, waiting for him to acknowledge them, and are not there by

mere chance. Abraham runs over to greet them from the opening of his tent, as if

they had already come into his
life. Since Abraham's tent has no door there is no

radical distinction between his own and the world about him. He takes them to be in

need of comfort, but treats them as if they were passing by rather than being

stationed near him. He does not offer to give, but requests the honor of their visit.
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4. Let a little water, Ipray you, befetched, andwash yourfeet, and rest yourselves under

the tree:

By saying Let a little water, I pray you, be fetched in the passive voice,

Abraham understates the labor that will be required ofhim. By using the word little

he de-emphasizes the
travellers'

needs in speech, thereby making them feel more

at home. The privacy of his house will not be needed. They may relax under a tree

because Abraham is at home on the land and not in a house.

5 . And I willfetch a morsel ofbread, and comfort ye your hearts ; after that ye shall pass

on:for therefore are ye come toyour servant. And they said, So do, as thou hast said.

Again Abraham de-emphasizes his own bounty. He treats them as guests who

have happened along. Chance has brought them to Abraham, and they are not

made to feel as beggars.

6. AndAbra-ham hastened into the tent unto Sarah, and said, Make ready quickly three

measures offine meal, knead it, and make cakes upon the hearth.

7 . AndAbra-ham ran unto the herd, andfetcht a calftender and good, and gave it unto a

young man; and he hastened to dress it.

In contrast to the measured cadence of his speech, his actions are swift and

sure. Throughout the passage one sees in Abraham a man capable of managing

domestic affairs. In ruling his house he performs well those acts that befit a man,

and rules the members of his household justly and smoothly. The cakes are baked

by his wife and not by Hagar.

8. And he took butter, andmilk, and the calfwhich he had dressed, and set it before them;

and he stood by them under the tree, and they did eat.

Abraham himself serves themeal and waits on his guests as if he were the lord

of a great manor, but his great manor is in the open under the tree.

9. And they said unto him. Where is Sarah thy wife? And he said, Behold, in the tent.

The men ask another rhetorical question.

10. And he said, Iwill certainly return unto thee according to the time oflife; and lo, Sarah

thy wife shall have a son. And Sarah heard itfrom the opening of the tent, which was

behind him.

1 1 . NowAbra-ham and Sarah were old and well stricken in age; and it ceased to be with

Sarah after the way ofwomen.

On the use of the Hebrew word way, see the commentaries to Gen. 6:12 and

Gen. 31:35.
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12. Therefore Sarah laughed within herself, saying, After I am waxed old shall I have

pleasure, my lord being old also?

13. And the Lord said unto Abra-ham, Wherefore did Sarah laugh, saying. Shall I of a

surety bear a child, which am old?

Sarah 's laughter will be discussed in the commentary to Gen. 21:1.

14. Is anything too wondrousfor the Lord? At the time appointed I will return unto thee,

according to the time of life, and Sarah shall have a son.

The word wondrous cannot mean miraculous in the sense it had since about

the first century. Miracles presuppose the notion of natures, which seems to be

absent in Biblical thought. Paths may sometimes go in ways that men cannot quite

follow, but that does not imply that they contradict understanding.

The world of wonders is a world that extends slightly beyond our field of

vision, and its objects cannot quite be brought into focus. But it must be distin

guished from the absurd, in the sense in which that word is used by Kierkegaard, a

world totally cut off from human reason understood in its narrowest and strictest

sense. Originally the word translated wondrous merely meant separate, distin

guished from the normally expected.

15. Then Sarah denied, saying, I laughed not; for she was afraid. And he said, Nay; but

thou didst laugh.

The men s reply is clear but gentle.

6. And themen rose upfrom thence, and looked toward Sodom: andAbra-ham went with

them to bring them on the way.

17. And the Lord said, Shall I hide from Abra-ham that thing which I do:

18. Seeing that Abra-ham shall surely become a great and mighty nation, and all the

nations of the earth shall be blessed in
him''

19. For I know him, that he will command his children and his household after him, and

they shall keep the way ofthe Lord, to dojustice andjudgment; that the Lordmay bring

upon Abra-ham that which he hath spoken ofhim.

We are about to see a very different kind of questioning than we have seen

before or will see again in the Book of Genesis. God has arranged a meeting with

Abraham in which Abraham will learn what the founder of a great nation must

know, since all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him. The questions are

still as skillful as before, but they will teach in a much different way.

20. And the Lord said, Because the cry ofSodom and Go-morrah is great, and because

their sin is veiy grievious;

21. / will go down now, and see whether they have done altogether according to the ay of

it, which is come unto me; and ifnot, I will know.
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The Hebrew word translated cry sounds like the word for laughter used in

Verse 12, and both words will be discussed in the commentary to Gen. 21:1.

God goes down to see what is happening in Sodom; mere hearing is insuffi

cient. For the author the superiority of seeing to hearing is so important that it

applies even in the case ofGod Himself.

22 . And the men turned theirfaces from thence, and went toward Sodom: butAbra-ham

stood yet before the Lord.

23. And Abra-ham drew near, and said, Wilt thou also destroy the righteous with the

wicked?

24. Peradventure there be fifty righteous within the city: wilt thou also destroy and not

spare the placefor the fifty righteous that are therein?

25 . That befarfrom thee to do after this manner, to slay the righteous with the wicked: and

that the righteous should be as the wicked. That befarfrom thee: Shall not the Judge of

all the earth do right?

Abraham approaches God and begins their discussion with a theoretical

question about the nature of justice: can innocentmen suffer along with the guilty?

This is the question any foundermust ask. Whenever men join their lots, one day
some will suffer on account of others or die for others . Justice can only exist within

a people, and yet how can such a result be just?

Abraham asks for justice, not for mercy. The author does not know the

distinction between the two because he understands justice to mean the right and

most appropriate way. For him the distinction between mercy and justice is

indicative of a certain misunderstanding of justice itself. If justice were mere

revenge or the thoughtless application of a formula, then mercy would be needed.

But if justice is a thoughtful attempt to do what is best, then mercy is too harsh a

word. Like pity for those who need no pity it demeans the recipient by judging him

in ways in which even the judge himself knows to be unjust.

The whole passage presupposes that there is no radical break between human

justice and divine justice. If there were, man's most serious efforts would be

nothing and his life would be led in the waters of chaos. Yet not all men see what is

just, and so laws are needed. The problem would become more complicated if, as

the present chapter suggests, there is a difference between justice in the individual

and justice in the nation.

26. And the Lord said, IfIfind in Sodomfifty righteous within the city, then I will spare all

the placefor their sakes.

Abraham had asked God whether He would be willing to save the place for

the sake of fifty righteous men. God agrees to do so, but by slightly changing the
words to all theplace God reminds Abraham of the immensity of the problem and

the risks involved.
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27 . AndAbra-ham answered and said, Behold now, I have taken upon me to speak unto the

Lord, which am but dust and ashes:

28 . Peradventure there shall lackfive ofthefifty righteous: wilt thou destroy all the cityfor

lack offive? And he said, ifIfind thereforty andfive, I will not destroy it.

Abraham, with protestation, begins the process of bargaining by asking what

would happen if five were lacking. Would God destroy the whole city because of

the five? God accepts Abraham's argument but corrects his arithmetic. Abraham

has only been looking at the fifty, and sees only five bad men. God still sees the

whole problem, a huge city of bad men who may cause great harm.

29. And he spake unto him yet again, and said, Peradventure there shall be forty found

there. And he said, I will not do itforforty's sake.

Abraham answers in God's terms, but his question is short. There are no

apologies or protestations such as were found in Verse 27, and the discussion

between equals is at its height. God's reply is equally short.

30. And he said unto him, Oh let not the Lord be angry, and I will speak: Peradventure

there shall thirty befound there. And he said, I will not do it, ifIfind thirty there.

Abraham with great magnificence now appeals to God not to be offended.

God's answer is short.

31. And he said, Behold now, I have taken upon me to speak unto the Lord: Peradventure

there shall be twentyfound there. And he said, I will not destroy itfor twenty's sake.

Abraham makes a slight reference back to his original position in Verse 27 but

drops the notion of dust and ashes. God answers as before.

32. And he said, Oh let not the Lord be angry, and I will speak yet but this once:

Peradventure ten shall befound there. And he said, I will not destroy itfor ten's sake.

Abraham has decided at what point to ask the last question. He will not press

any further, and God agrees not to destroy the city for the sake of the ten.

33. And the Lord walked away, as soon as he had left communing with Abra-ham: and

Abra-ham returned unto his place.

This verse presents God as walking away. In parallel passages after God has

finished speaking with man, one finds
the expression Godwent up. In this passage

it is God who walks away and Abraham who returns to his place.

IfGod had actually gone down as He had
intended to do in Verse 21 we would
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have expected Him at this point to have gone back up. However, on the contrary,

God merely walks away, and it is Abraham who returns to his place.

Clear as it is to us that Abraham has learned something on a very high level,

the content of that discussion remains obscure. Perhaps we will get a better view of

it when we consider Verse 21 of the following chapter.

ChapterXIX

1 . And the two angels came to Sodom at even; and Lot sat in the gate ofSodom: andLot

seeing them rose up to meet them; and he bowed himself with his face toward the

ground.

The visitors that come to the city of Sodom are called angels. Those that came

to Abraham were called men. Surprisingly, even the being with whom Jacob

wrestled was simply called a man (Gen. 32:25). A fuller account of the role of

angels in the Book ofGenesis will be found in the commentary to Gen. 22:15.

In contrast to Abraham s meeting in Gen. 18:2, the angels appear to meet Lot

by chance. Lot happened to be sitting at the gate when the angels passed by. He

does not run over to greet them as did Abraham, who felt secure in the world as a

whole. Lot's unwillingness to leave the confines of his own city seems a bit

ironical. Cities were built for security, and yet the fear that caused him to live in a

city prevents him from venturing outside it.

In spite of, or because of his timidity, Lot bows lower than did Abraham in

Verse 3 of the previous chapter.

2. And he said, Behold now, my lords, turn in, I pray you, into your servant's house, and

tarry all night andwash yourfeet, andye shall rise up early, and go on yourways. And

they said, Nay; but we will abide in the street all night.

Lot invites the men to turn into your servant's house. In a parallel passage

Abraham said do not go on past your servant. While it is clear that the men in

Chapter 18 were intending to go to Abraham's house, it is by no means clear that
the angels intended to speak with Lot.

Lot's offer is not as humble as Abraham's. He first offers a night's rest but

makes no mention of giving them any food.

Lot lived in a house that had a door, but Abraham lived in a tent that had

nothing more than an opening (Gen. 18:10). The radical distinction between one's

own and the rest of the world, which arises from the ambivalence of pride and fear,
is an essential part of Lot's character. This relationship, as it relates to the

establishment of one's own, has already been discussed in connection with the

Tower of Babel. Fear forces men to establish their security, and yet pride must

erase the original grounds for the establishment of one's own and replace it with

foundations that appear more noble. It is also to be noted that the tent ofmeeting
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had only an opening, whereas much time and labor were used in making doors for

the Temple (I Kings 6:31). The protection doors afford is ultimately accepted by the

Lord, but only on His own terms. Even the door of a private home may not be

understood as providing protection in its own right: Bind them as a sign upon your

hand and let them serve as symbols on yourforehead; Inscribe them on the doorposts

ofyour house and on your gates (Deut. 6:8,9). The first descendant ofAbraham to

build a house was Jacob. That was just prior to the difficulties his daughter, Dinah,

had with the sons of Shekem (Gen. 33:17). Yet ifdoors are a necessary replacement

in most cases for the affinity Abraham had with the world about him, perhaps some

sense might be made of the very strange wording in Gen. 4:7:

And ifthou doest not well, sin coucheth at the opening and unto thee shall be his desire, and

thou shalt rule over him.

The strange use of the word opening becomes intelligible ifone reflects on the

fact that the dangers to Cain lay not merely in the pride that was manifested in his

building of the city, but also in his inability to cope with the outside world. Cain

founded a city because of his fears that the first man to find him would kill him.

Though the city is a sinful city, his fears themselves proved that he was incapable

of living within a mere opening and that one day proper doors would have to be

provided.

The angels
'

refusal to spend the night in Lot 's house seems to reinforce the

indication in Verse 1 that they had not originally intended to make a special

exception in the case of Lot. The problem latent in these lines relates to God's

decision to destroy the whole world in Chapter 6. As we know, the sight ofNoah

prevented God from carrying out his original intentions.

Throughout the whole of Chapter 19 we must remember that we are still

searching for the author 's answer to Abraham 's question , Wilt thou also destroy the

righteous with the wicked? Apparently the angels feared they might be distracted

from their duty by the sight of Lot.

3. And he pressed upon them greatly; and they turned in unto him, and entered into his

house; and he made them afeast, and did bake unleavened bread, and they did eat.

Lot prepared the meal himself. He wished to provide for the men but was

apparently unable to manage his wife
and household affairs as well as Abraham.

Back in Chapter 14 Lot made no attempt to fight against Chedorlaomer, though

Chapter 13 gives us no reason to believe that his forces were any weaker than

Abraham's. One should also mention that the food he served was not quite as

generous as Abraham's was.

4. But before they lay down, the men of the city,
even the men ofSodom, compassed the

house round, both old and young, all the peoplefrom eveiy quarter:
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The desire to establish one's own for the sake of protection is self-defeating in

a double sense. The establishment of a city, which arises from the need for security,

necessarily requires having near neighbors, but that ultimately
means the loss of

one's own. Men who live together tend to think together. One's own tends to

become the public rather than the private. Traditions arise and grab hold of the

people who live under their influence ,
sometimes for good and sometimes for bad .

The insistence upon the private in the presence of the public can often be danger

ous, even to the point of loss of life.

5 . And they called unto Lot, and said unto him, Where are the men which came in to thee

this night? Bring them out unto us, that we may know them.

The dominant role questioning has played in the Book of Genesis since Gen.

3:1 was broken in an astounding way in Gen. 18:23. The original status
now returns

in full force, and questioning is reduced to the level of threats.

6. And Lot went out at the door unto them, and shut the door after him,

Lot still believes in the protection of doors.

7. And said, I pray you, brethren, do not so wickedly.

8. Behold now, Ipray you, I have two daughters which have not knownman; letme bring

them out unto you, and do ye to them as is good in your eyes: only unto these men do

nothing;for therefore came they under the shadow ofmy roof.

In these two verses, Lot uses the word please no less than three times. He

addresses the men of Sodom as my brothers and uses a lengthened form of the

verbs, which always indicates politeness and gentility. Lot's politeness is in fact

cowardice. Cowardice, as we saw in the discussion concerning Caleb and his

willingness to face the giants, is a greater vice in Biblical terms than is normally

apparent (see commentary to Gen. 14:5). It is Lot's decency itself that causes the

greatest harm because that decency is not accompanied by courage. Had he not

been so decent he would not have felt the need to protect his guests, or had he been

more courageous he would have chosen another means.

9. And they said, Stand back. And they said again. This one fellow came in to sojourn,

and he will needs be a judge: now will we deal worse with thee, than with them. And

they pressed sore upon the man, even Lot, and came near to break the door.

The main theme ofVerse 8 continues by placing Lot in a position similar to the

one in which Moses will find himself. Having been brought up in the court of

Pharaoh, Moses was considered a foreigner when he first became leader of his

people (Ex. 2:19; 5:2ff). After having killed an Egyptian taskmaster, Moses
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discovered two Hebrews fighting and tried to reestablish peace between them. At

that time one of them asked him the same question the men of Sodom now ask Lot.

Who made thee a prince and a judge over us? intendest thou to kill me, as thou

killedst the Egyptian? AndMosesfeared, and said, Surely this thing is known (Ex.

2:14). Yet in spite of his original fears, Moses was able to become judge over the

people.

Lot is in an admirable position from the point ofview of any potential founder

since his foreignness sets him apart and would allow him to bring new ways, but

his lack of courage renders such an action impossible.

The inefficacy of doors to a man without courage is also made explicit in

this verse.

10. But themen putforth their hand, andpulledLot into the house to them, and shut to the

door.

1 1 . And they smote the men that were at the opening of the house with blindness, both

small and great: so that they wearied themselves tofind the opening.

THE OPENING

For the analogy between this verse and Gen. 7:16, in which God closed the

opening in the Ark Himself, see the commentary to Gen. 19:17.

In Verse 1 1 the word door is replaced by the word opening as if at this point

there were no distinction. Blind passion so confuses the men that is is turned to

Lot's advantage and protects him better than any door.

1 2 . And the men said unto Lot, Hast thou here any besides? son in law, and thy sons, and

thy daughters, and whatsoever thou hast in the city, bring them out of this place:

13 . for we will destroy this place, because the cry of them is waxen great before theface of

the Lord: and the Lord hath sent us to destroy it.

14. And Lot went out, and spake unto his sons in law, which had taken his daughters, and

said, up, get you out of this place;for the Lord will destroy this city, but he seemed as

one thatmocked unto his sons in law.

The angels have either not understood, or understood too well, the implica

tions ofVerse 3 when Lot prepared the meal. They do not even ask if he has awife.

On the use of the word destroy, see the commentary to Gen. 19:17.

There is a play on words in the Hebrew text between the outcry that called

God's attention to the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah and the word mocked used in

Gen. 19:14, which will be discussed in the commentary to Gen. 21:3.

15. And when the morning arose, then the angels hastened Lot, saying, Arise, take thy

wife and thy two daughters, which are here; lest thou be consumed in the iniquity ofthe

city.

16. And while he lingered, themen laid hold upon his hand, and upon the hand ofhis wife,
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andupon the hand ofhis two daughters; the Lord beingmerciful: and they brought him

forth, and set him without the city.

17 . And it came to pass, when they hadbrought themforth abroad, that he said, Escapefor

thy life; look not behind thee, neither stay thou in all theplain; escape to themountain,

lest thou be consumed.

The angels warn Lot not to look back because they do not want him or his

family to mourn over the loss of the city. However, there may be a more

complicated but more important reason for this warning.

There are a striking number ofparallels between the destruction ofSodom and

Gomorrah and the universal Flood at the time ofNoah. In both cases a cry comes

out to the Lord, and the same word is used for destruction as in Gen. 6:13. In both

cases God decided upon total destruction ,
but was prevented from doing so by the

accidental sight of an innocent man. In both cases the destruction comes in the

form of rain. Because Noah lacked complete knowledge of the arts God had to

close the opening with a door, just as the angels closed the opening of Lot 's house.

Both men ultimately end up on the top of a mountain dead drunk, and the

relationship between Lot and his daughters, as we shall see, is closely connected

withNoah's relationship to Ham. The warning not to look back would then seem to

be related to Ham's sin in looking back at his own origins.

18. And Lot said unto them, Oh, not so, my Lord:

19. Behold now, thy servant hath found grace in thy sight, and thou hast magnified
tin-

mercy, which thou hast shewed unto me in saving my life; and I cannot escape to the

mountain, lest some evil take me, and I die:

20. Beholdnow, this city is near toflee unto , and it is a little one: Oh, letme escape thither,
(is it not a little one?) andmy soul shall live.

Lot's true virtues and vices are made quite explicit in these verses. Lot knows

God objects to cities and therefore stresses the fact that the city to which he wishes

to flee is only a little one. He seems to be aware of the main thread that has been

holding the Book of Genesis together thus far. He knows God is willing to find a

reasonable mean between His notions of what the world should be and what men

are capable of accomplishing.

21. And he said unto him, See, I have accepted thee concerning this thing also, thatlwill
not overthrow this city, for the which thou hast spoken.

The phrase / have accepted thee concerning this thing also literally reads /

shall lift yourface also in regard to this matter. The expression lifting the face, as
well as the word lifting itself, appears quite often in the Book of Genesis and
deserves some thought.

It appears twice in Chapter 40: once in Verse 13 and again in Verse 20. Two
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men, a baker and a butler, have just had a dream. Joseph interprets their dreams in

the same words. In both cases he says within three days shall Pharaoh lift up thine

head, but in one case the words mean the man will be reinstated to his high

position; in the other they mean he will be hung from a tree. This fundamental

ambiguity in the word lifting occurs throughout the whole of Genesis. In Chapter

13, Verses 10 and 12, men are invited to lift their eyes in order to receive the great

benefit with which God will provide them, and in general, men often lift their eyes

to see some unexpected good (Gen. 18:2, 24:64, and 43:29). In Gen. 22:13,

Abraham lifts his eyes to see the ram that will replace his son Isaac as a sacrifice,

this welcome sight calls to mind the use of the phrase nine verses earlier when

Abraham lifted his eyes to see Mount Moriah.

The word to lift is used twice in the sense of the support that land can give a

man: And the land was not able to bear them, that they might dwell together. (Gen.

13:6), and again, and the land wherein they were strangers could not bear them

because of their cattle (Gen. 36:7).

We are now prepared to begin to understand the phrase / shall lift your face

also in regard to this matter. When Jacob feared the revenge of his brother, he

placated him with large gifts, hoping that perhaps he will liftmyface (Gen. 32:20).

Isaiah uses the phrase those with lifted faces (Is. 3:3), which the King James

translators quite rightly translate as honorable men. Proverbs 18:5 tells us that it is

not good to lift theface ofan evilman, and yet in the Book of Job we are told to lift

our faces to God (Job 22:26). The ambiguity and hence the full meaning of the

notion of lifting comes to the foreground in the height of the discussion between

Abraham and God concerning the men of Sodom and Gomorrah. In Verse 24

Abraham asks would you not do a lifting with regard to thisplacefor the sake of the

fifty righteous men which are in it, and in Verse 26 God replies, / would do a lifting
with regard to the whole of the placefor their sake.

The term lifting seems to be related to the way in which God accepts and

supports the ways of man by placing them on a higher level. The ambiguity in

lifting is that many human ways cannot be lifted in this sense but sometimes must

be destroyed. This would account for the double interpretation Joseph gave to the

two dreams as well as the problem of whether it is good or bad to lift a man s face .

It also makes more explicit the content of the discussion between God and

Abraham in Chapter 18 . Abraham 's original question was Wilt thou also destroy the

righteous with the wicked? (Gen. 18:23). From the end of the discussion it appears

as though the answer on the political level cannot be the same as the answer would

be on a private level. The type of accommodation God has been forced to accept,

ever since He decided to save Noah from the Flood by establishing Law, ultimately

means an accommodation in this principle as well. In this sense the true subject

matter of the discussion in Chapter 18 was the divine art of accommodation that

Abraham learned through the true art of questioning.

This understanding of the word lifting makes somewhat more intelligible the

strange usage of Gen. 4:7: surely if thou doest well, there will be a lifting. In the
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previous verse we were told that Cain's face fell. The lifting does not refer to his

sacrifice, as is normally supposed, but rather to his face. In other words, God

would have been willing to accept Cain's new ways had he been able to follow

them justly.

At times the word lifting is used in the most literal sense of the word. The

waters were said to lift the Ark (Gen. 7:17), and yet even there it meant to place the

Ark above the whole that was to be destroyed. The word is often used in the sense

of earning. For instance, Joseph provides ten asses to carry the good things of

Egypt to his father. In Gen. 45:27 wagons are provided to carry presents to Joseph,

and in Gen. 46:5 these same wagons are used to carry Jacob to Egypt. In Gen.

47:30, Jacob requests his sons to carry him out of the land of Egypt, and in Gen.

50:13 we read and his sons lifted him into the land, which does not mean that they

literally carried him on their shoulders, but is used metaphorically since we know

the wagons were literally pulled by asses.

22. Haste thee, escape thither; for I cannot do any thing till thou be come thither.

Therefore the name of the city was calledZoar.

The city of Zoar had been mentioned in Gen. 13:10 when the surrounding

country was described as the garden of the Lord, and it will be mentioned once

more in Deut. 34:3 as the furthest place Moses would see from the top ofMount

Nebo. Its tradition as a city of refuge extends to Is. 15:5 and also Jer. 48:34. The

notion of a place of refuge or of decency in the midst of chaos will be discussed

further in the commentary to Gen. 21:32.

23. The sun was risen upon the earth when Lot entered into Zoar.

24. Then the Lord rained upon Sodom and upon Gomorrah brimstone andfire from the

Lord out ofheaven;

25 . And he overthrew those cities, andall theplain andall the inhabitants ofthe cities, and

that which grew upon the ground.

26. But his wife looked backfrom behind him, and she became a pillar ofsalt.

27 . AndAbraham gat up early in themorning to theplace where he stood before theLord:

28 . And he looked toward Sodom andGomorrah and toward all the land ofthe plain , and

beheld, and lo, the smoke ofthe country went up as the smoke ofafurnace.

29 . And it came topass, when God destroyed the cities ofthe plain , thatGod remembered

Abraham, and setLot out ofthemidst ofthe overthrow, when he overthrew the cities in

the which Lot dwelt.

As Abraham stood before the Lord that morning watching the smoke rise out

of the cities of the plain he began to understand God's answer to his question. The

word for smoke is common enough in the Bible, but it is not the normal word for
smoke. It is the thick smoke of incense rising from a sacrifice. Lot was saved that

day, but there would be othermen on other days. God's answer touched the nature
of political life deeply. Nine just men may have lived in those cities. Someone,
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someone whose name we do not even know, may have been sacrificed that day in

the cities of the plain.

When Moses brings the first plague on the Egyptians, he makes flies by

getting soot out of a furnace (Ex. 9:8-10). The only other time the word furnace

appears in the Bible is in the description ofMount Sinai at the time of the Giving of

the Law (Ex. 19:18). When people band together to form a city it is inevitable that

some suffer because of the actions of others. Sihon, king of the Amorites, began a

war. It was not unjust for Israel to defend itself, and yet many Amorites died. If a

country suffers because of its sins, even though that suffering be considered just, it

does not imply that every man of the city had been unjust. If there is a distinction

between private and public justice then Sinai, too, was a sacrifice.

30. And Lot went up out ofZoar, and dwelt in the mountain, and his two daughters with

him ;for hefeared to dwell in Zoar: and he dwelt in a cave, he and his two daughters.

Lot has now been convinced that the city is no place for a human being.

Having no idea what it would mean to live on the land as Abraham does, he lives in

a cave because he is not able to see the difference between the simple and the

primitive.

31. And thefirstborn said unto the younger, Ourfather is old, and there is not aman in the

earth to come in unto us after the way ofall the earth:

32. Come, let us make our father drink wine, and we will lie with him, that we may

preserve seed ofourfather.

33. And they made their father drink wine that night: and the firstborn went in, and lay

with herfather; and he perceived not when she lay down, nor when she arose.

34. And it came to pass on the morrow, that thefirstborn said unto the younger, Behold, I

lay yesternight with myfather: let us make him drink wine this night also; and go thou

in, and lie with him, that we may preserve seed ofourfather.

35 . And they made theirfather drink wine that night also: and the
younger arose, and lay

with him; and he perceived not when she lay down, nor when she arose.

36. Thus were both the daughters ofLot with child by theirfather.

37. And thefirstborn bare a son, and called his name Moab: the same is thefather of the

Moabites unto this day.

38. And the younger, she also bare a son, and called his name Ben-ammi: the same is the

father of the children ofAmmon unto
this day.

In commenting on these verses, the early Christian commentator, Origen,

merely says Iftrue Christians understood these
verses they would not blame the girls

so much. Perhaps in our day it is important to be explicit for the same reasons that

Origen chose to speak quietly.

The story of the relationship
betweenMoab and Israel is spread out through a

number ofbooks ,
and onemust compare the passages closely in order tomake sure

of the sequence of events.
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As the people were about to enter the Promised Land, God said:

. . .Distress not theMoab-ites, neither contend with them in battle: for I will not give thee of

their landfor apossession; because I have givenA r unto the children ofLotfor apossession .

(Deut. 2:9)

In Deut. 2:26 Moses sent messengers to Sihon, king of the Amorites,

requesting passage through his land:

And I sentmessengers out of the wilderness ofKedemoth unto Sihon king ofHeshbon with

words ofpeace, saying, (Deut. 2:26)

That was the battle in which Israel unexpectedly gained lands east of the Jordan.

After the war with Sihon Moses sent another messenger, this time to Moab,

again requesting passage through the land. Now Moab, like Esau and the Amale

kites, was a brother, and was to have been one of themeans through which the New

Way was to grow. But Balak, their king, panicked at the last moment, and there

ensued a war that will be described in the commentary to Gen. 25:1.

It was a sad war, perhaps the saddest of them all because it was against the last

of the brothers. From now on Israel would have to go it alone. The result was a

decision laid down by the Lord:

An Ammonite or Moabite shall not enter into the congregation of the Lord; even to their

tenth generation shall they not enter into the congregation oftheLordfor ever: Because they

met you not with bread and with water in the way, when ye came forth out ofEgypt; and

because they hired against theeBalaam the son ofBeor ofPethor ofMesopotamia, to curse

thee. Nevertheless the Lord thy God would not hearken unto Balaam; but the Lord thy God

turned the curse into a blessing unto thee, because the Lord thy God loved thee. Thou shalt

not seek their peace nor their prosperity all thy days for ever. Thou shalt not abhor an

Edomite; for he is thy brother: thou shalt not abhor an Egyptian; because thou wast a

stranger in his land. (Deut. 23:3-7)

The next fragment of our tale is retold in one of the most charming books that

discretion has ever written. Sometime, back in the days of the Judges, there was a

man named Elimelech. His story begins much like the travels of Abraham and

Isaac and of Jacob. There was a famine in the land. He, his wife Naomi, and two

sons went to dwell for a time in the land ofMoab . The man died there and so did his

sons, leaving Naomi alone with two Moabite daughters-in-law, Orpah and Ruth.

Suddenly in these pages it becomes right that each be with her own people praying
to her own god. But Ruth loves Naomi, and returns with her to Israel.

A gentle man, a kinsman ofElimelech named Boaz, saw Ruth one day as she
was gleaning in his fields . Love for aman and duty toward a people sent Ruth to the
threshingfloor where Boaz lay asleep. But there was another, a kinsman closer
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than Boaz, whose duty it was to raise a seed through Ruth to replace the life of

Elimelech. She stayed by his feet till morning.

The other man declined. His face is blank; his name is SoAnd So. We do not

know him, and we cannot blame him. Boaz and Ruth had a son and all Bethlehem

rejoiced. The last line of the book says that through Ruth, theMoabite, Boaz begot

Obed, and Obed begot Jesse, and Jesse begotDavid (Ruth 4:21-22).

Three generations, and aMoabite had not only entered into the congregation

of the Lord, he had even become its king.

David knew of his ancestry, and sent his parents to be guests ofMoab s king
when Saul pursued him (I Sam. 22:3). One chapter after the Lord promised him the

perpetual royal line, Davidmade an unprovoked attack onMoab (II Sam. 8:2). His

parents?We are not told.

Today one must shout, but Origen was silent and Lot was in a cave dead

drunk.

ChapterXX

1. And Abraham journeyed from thence toward the south country, and dwelt between

Kadesh and Shur, and sojourned in Gerar.

Kadesh and Shur are both destined to play important roles in the development

of our story. Kadesh is Paran (Num. 13:26), the site ofmany revolutions. The first

revolution was caused by the people over the lack ofmeat. Feeling discouraged,
Moses protested to the Lord that the Children of Israel were not his children and

that he was no longer either able or willing to take the full responsibility of

leadership on himself (Num. 11:11). In compliance with
Moses'

demand, God

appointed seventy elders to assist him in his duties (Num . 11:16) and told the people

that on the morrow they would have theirmeat:

And say thou unto the people, Sanctify yourselves against to morrow, andye shall eatflesh:

for ye have wept in the ears oftheLord, saying , Who shall give usflesh to eat?for it was well

with us in Egypt: therefore the Lord will give youflesh, and ye shall eat. Ye shall not eat one

day. nor two days, norfive days, neither ten days, nor twenty days; But even a wholemonth,

until it come out at your nostrils, and it be loathsome unto you: because that ye have

despised the Lord which is among you, and have wept before him, saying, Why came we

forth out of
Egypt9 (Num. 11:18-20)

Before the meat arrived the seventy elders received the spirit of God and

prophesied.

Nomention ismade ofwhat the old men did when they prophesied, but seeing

seventy of them doing it togethermakes one thinkmore of those men with cymbals

and drums than of Isaiah and Jeremiah. This impression is further strengthened by

the verses that follow it:
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And Moses gat him into the camp, he and the elders ofIsrael. And there wentforth a wind

from the Lord, and brought quails from the sea, and let them fall by the camp, as it were a

day's journey on this side, and as it were a day's journey on the other side, round about the

camp, and as it were two cubits high upon theface of the earth. And the people stood up all

that day. and all that night, and all the next day, and they gathered the quails: he that

gathered least gathered ten homers: and they spread them all abroad for themselves round

about the camp. And while the flesh was yet between their teeth, ere it was chewed, the

wrath ofthe Lord was kindled against the people, and the Lord smote the people with a
very-

greatplague. (Num. 11:30-33)

In Chapter 12 Miriam and Aaron revolted against Moses on the grounds that

their lineage was the same as his, that they were older than he, and that God spoke

to them as well. God's answer will be discussed more fully in the commentary to

Gen. 20:7, but the revolt was quickly put down.

After the revolution caused by the report given by the spies (see commentary

to Gen. 14:4), a revolution within the Levites arose under the leadership ofKorah

and three of his followers, Dathan, Abiram, and On.

Now Levi had three sons: Gershon, Kohath, andMerari. As is usually true of

important families, though never of unimportant ones, the children of the first son

were rarely heard of again ,
but the second son

,
Kohath

,
had four sons , the first one

named Amram, the second Izhav. Amram's second son was Moses and Izhav's

first son was Korah (Ex. 6:16-21). Korah and the Levites revolted because they

were not given a role in accordance with their position. If the leadership of the

people was to be established by means of primogeniture, Korah s claim to power

would have been equal, if not superior, to
Moses'

In the following verses, God

makes it clear that it was Moses
'

character rather than his birthright that distin

guished him from the other men of the community. Nonetheless, after many
Levites had been killed in the revolution, the

Levites'

claim was met by giving

them a more noble role in the community (Num. 18). Leadership and hence

worship in the Temple then became more complicated because once rulership is

even partly shared (Num. 11:16), more claims aremade andmore positions must be

manufactured.

The land of Shur plays a somewhat similar role. It was there that the angel

spoke to Hagar (Gen. 16:7). Ultimately it became the home not only of the

Ishmaelites (Gen. 25:18) but also of the sons ofAmalek (I Sam. 15:7; 27:8), the last

and most crucial son of Esau, as well (see commentary to Gen. 36:12).

Aaron and Miriam, Korah, Dathan, Abiram and On, Ishmael and Amalek;
these are the people who live in Shur and Kadesh. Abimelech lives in the land of

the other son, the unchosen one. In Hebrew the similarity between his name and

Abraham's is more evident. It is almost as if we were to ask ourselves why
Abraham and not Abimelech was chosen to bring the New Way. The decision will

be hard, and we may have to wait for several chapters before getting an answer.

2. And Abraham said ofSarah his wife. She is my sister: and Abimelech king ofGerar
sent, and took Sarah.
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Superficially the story of Abraham and Abimelech reminds one of the story

told in Chapter 12 concerning Abraham and Pharaoh. In the last century it was

common practice to delete one of them as a mere repetition of the other. There are,

however, certain minor differences that are important. For instance, Verse 2 reads:

Abimelech the king ofGerar sent and tookSarah . In the parallel passage Chapter 12

reads as follows: The princes also OfPharaoh saw her and commended her before

Pharaoh and the woman was taken into Pharaoh's house (Gen. 12:15). The first

obvious difference is that Pharaoh had not been attracted to Sarah, since he had

never even seen her, but Abimelech may have fallen in love with Sarah. The

woman in Chapter 12 was merely taken by some unknown hand, whereas

Abimelech himself took Sarah, a common expression in Hebrew for taking awife.

This interpretation would seem to be borne out by the fact that in Chapter 12 no

personal names are used. The king is merely called Pharaoh as are all kings of

Egypt, and Sarah is merely called the woman. In the present chapter there is the

warmth of private names.

3 . ButGod came toAbimelech in a dream by night, and said to him, Behold, thou art but

a deadman, for the woman which thou hast taken: for she is a man's wife.

On the general significance of communication between God andman through

dreams, see the commentary to Gen. 28:12.

4. But Abimelech had not come near her: and he said, Lord, wilt thou slay a righteous

nation also?

The latest translation of Genesis done by the Jewish Publication Society

translates: Lordwill you slay people even though innocent? In doing so they seem to

have missed the force of the word also. Apparently Abimelech is aware that God

has destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah. Though we do not know how Abimelech

would have answered Abraham's question, he does wonder if he and his nation

will be destroyed, even though he is righteous and believes his nation to be

righteous as well. Note that he, as Abraham did in Chapter 18, speaks with God

openly and fearlessly.

God's warning comes to
Abimelech in a dream. The couple have fallen asleep

peacefully. Abimelech seems not to have been a man of great and uncontrollable

passions. Even if one were to suppose that Verse 6 is related to that peace, in other

men such divine intervention might only have led to
frustration.

5 . Said he not untome, She is my sister? and she,
even she herselfsaid, He is my brother:

in the integrity ofmy heart and innocency ofmy
hands have I done this.

The word integrity is the same as the word that had been translated perfect in

Gen. 17:1. Since in the next verse God will
admit that Abimelech s description of
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himself is just and accurate, it would seem fair to say that Abimelech has reached

that kind of perfection toward which Abraham was enjoined at the beginning of

Chapter 17.

6. And God said unto him in a dream, Yea I also know that thou didst this in the integrity

ofthy heart;for I also withheld theefrom sinning againstme; therefore suffered I thee

not to touch her.

God twice repeats the word also, which Abimelech had used in Verse 4. God

never intended to kill Abimelech and was aware of his integrity all the time.

Abimelech does not become flustered nor does he embarrass Sarah by asking her to

leave his bed immediately.

In the previous chapter Sarah had been an old woman, and one might wonder

at first whether there was something peculiar about Abimelech 's taste. On the

other hand there seems nothing else in Abimelech 's character that could shed light

on this question.

The same problem will arise in many instances. For example, it will be of

some importance that Isaac marry at the age of forty, since the number forty has

acquired a certain significance for the author. From the point of view of the

argument it was also important that Isaac 's marriage take place not too long after

the death of his mother. For the same reason it was important that the death of his

mother follow the journey toMount Moriah where Abraham bound his son. These

facts taken togetherwould have made Isaac about thirty-eight or thirty-nine when

he was bound at the top ofMount Moriah. But as in the case ofAbimelech there is

no reason to suppose that age played any role, and on the basis of the story one

would have assumed Isaac to have been not much more than eight years old. Ages

and times are often crucial in the story, but in the light of experience we havemade

it our policy to ignore the age of a character except in those passages where the age

is specifically mentioned, on the assumption that the logic of the story was more

important in the eyes of the author than the passage of a specific amount of time.

7 . Now therefore restore the man his wife;for he is a prophet, and he shallprayfor thee,

and thou shalt live: and if thou restore her not, know thou that thou shalt surely die,

thou, and all that are thine.

In spite of the fact that the word prophet appears here for the only time in the

Book of Genesis, it would be impossible to understand much of the book without

some understanding of the author's view of prophecy. This discussion has been

placed at the end of the chapter in order that it not disturb the unity of the whole. In

it we shall allow ourselves to wander a bit through the early books of the Bible to

see what they contain.

8 . ThereforeAbimelech rose early in themorning, and called all his senants, and told all

these things in their ears: and themen were sore afraid.
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Abimelech commands his men; though the men are afraid, he seems in full

command.

9. Then Abimelech called Abraham, and said unto him. What hast thou done unto us?

and what have I offended thee, that thou hast brought on me and my kingdom a great

sin? thou hast done deeds unto me which are not done.

10. AndAbimelech said untoAbraham, What sawest thou, that thou hast done this thing?

Abimelech asks several questions. Unlike the normal form of questioning

found in Genesis, they seem to be asked in genuine confusion by a man who does

not know the answer. His first question is What hast thou done to us? His first

concern is notmerely for himselfbut for his people as well. The second question is

andwhat have I offended thee, that thou hast brought on me andmy kingdom a great

sin? Abimelech assumes that Abraham believes himself to have justifiable cause

for his actions. He seems incapable of believing that Abraham's misjudgment was

due to a defect in character, but rather ascribes it to a defect in Abraham's

knowledge of particulars, an error that can befall even the most decent of men.

Abimelech 's way of describing a wrong action is to say deeds which are not done.

He does not cite any divine law that Abraham has transgressed, but rather views the

world as the home of decent men who behave decently.

11. And Abraham said, Because I thought, Surely the fear ofGod is not in this

place; and they will slay mefor my wife's sake.

Abraham is mistaken on two counts. The men of Abimelech, at least on this

occasion, can be made to fear the Lord, no matter how base and derivative the

foundation of that fear may be. Abimelech himself, on the other hand, though he

shows no fear, is clearly a noble man.

12. And yet indeed she is my sister; she is the daughter ofmyfather, but not the daughter of

my mother; and she became my wife.

13. Audit came to pass, when God causedme to wanderfrom myfather's house, thatl said

unto her, This is thy kindness which thou shalt shew untome; at everyplace whither we

shall come, say ofme, He is my brother.

Abraham's excuse is weak. He does not know what lying is. If speech has its

being in the thoughts it intends to give rise to in the mind of the hearer, then

Abraham's speech is a false speech. One may indeed argue, as Abraham does, that

the words themselves are literally true. Sarah is in some sense his sister, but since

the sentence itselfwas intended to imply that she was not his wife it was certainly a

lie. Had the sentence been addressed to someone who knew that Sarah was his wife

and was meant only to inform the hearer of an additional relationship, those same

words would have been true. Abraham does not seem to feel the full force of the

relationship between speech and
the individual to whom the speech is addressed.
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The nexus of this lack in Abraham comes to the foreground in Verse 13 . There

seemed to be sufficient grounds for Abraham 's position in the case of Pharaoh, but

on the grounds of his experience in Egypt Abraham has made it a general rule or

law to act in a particular manner. His generalization renders him insensitive to the

distinction between Pharaoh and Abimelech. Perhaps that lesson which Abraham

learned only too well in Chapter 19 concerning the relation of justice to law

requires some modification .

If the home of Abimelech was placed between Kadesh and Shur in order to

raise the problem of the difference between him and Abraham
,
we have yet to see

Abraham's superiority. That will only emerge in Chapter 21.

14. And Abimelech took sheep, and oxen, and mensenants, and womenservants, and

gave them untoAbraham, and restored him Sarah his wife.

15. AndAbimelech said, Beholdmy land is before thee . Dwell where it pleaseth thee .

16. And unto Sarah he said, Behold, I have given thy brother a thousandpieces ofsilver:

behold he is to thee a covering of the eyes, unto all that are with thee, and with all

other: thus she was reproved.

In the parallel passage from Chapter 12, Pharaoh presented gifts to Abraham

prior to discovering that Sarah was married. In the case of Pharaoh it seemed to be

more like payment on a low level. ForAbimelech it was the only way open to him

in his attempt to soothe the situation. He tried in some way to show that he bore no

ill will, and yet he could not do that without at the same time making it clear that

there were grounds for such a feeling on his part.

17. So Abraham prayed unto God: and God healed Abimelech, and his wife, and his

maidservants; and they bare children.

18. For the Lord hadfast closed up all the wombs of the house ofAbimelech, because of

Sarah, Abraham's wife.

Abimelech seemed not even to be aware of the fact that there had been a

plague on his house or that Abraham had prayed for him. This may be the

beginnings of what will turn out to be the decisive factor in God's decision to

choose Abraham over Abimelech.

A Digression on theAuthor's Understanding ofProp/,lecv

The word Prophet appears ten times in the Torah, but does not have the

standing it acquired in the later books. In the Book ofNumbers, Godmakes a clear
distinction between a prophet andMoses, who is nowhere called a prophet. Andhe
said: Hear now my words Korah. If there be a prophet among you, I the Lord will
makemyselfknown unto him in a vision and will speak to him in a dream. My sen-ant
Moses is not so, who is faithful in all my house (Num. 12:6,7). The Prophets we
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shall meet in the Torah and the Early Prophets are very different not only from

Moses, but also from prophets as they were known in later times.

Aaron was the first man to be called a prophet, but the context is strange

indeed: And the Lord said untoMoses, see, I havemade thee a God to Pharaoh: and

Aaron thy brother shall be thyprophet (Ex . 7 : 1) . ApparentlyAaron will play the role

of the prophet to the extent to which Moses will play the role of God. All these

strange transformations are to take place in Egypt where Moses and Aaron will

present themselves as magicians who can outdo even the magicians of Pharaoh.

Both the magicians andMoses are able to bring the plagues, but the irony is that no

matter who brings the plagues, the Egyptians suffer.

Miriam at one point is also called a prophetess, but the context merely shows

her dancing with a drum in her hands . It is by no means accidental that at this point

she is called the sister ofAaron (Ex. 15:20). While that would normally be praise,

to go out of one's way to say so about the sister ofMoses might convey the very

opposite . This same kind of wildness is again all we see of prophecy when the

Seventy Elders begin to prophesy (Num. 11:25) after their pitiful attempt to share

Moses
'

burden .

The next prophetess we meet is Deborah. As prophetess she draws the army

of Israel together under the leadership ofBarak and sends him to make war against

Sisera (Judg. Chaps. 5,6). Barak says he will go only if Deborah is willing to

accompany his men. Deborah answers that she is more than willing to accompany

the men because of her great prophecy that Sisera will be sold into the hands ofa

woman (Judg. 4:9). In the battle Sisera escapes and is indeed killed by a woman,

but her name is Jael, the wife of Hebber (Judg. 4:22). Deborah then sings her

famous song.

Later in the Book of Judges we meet an unknown prophet who does speak the

words we are accustomed to associate with the prophets (Judg. 6:8,9), but his

words are totally ineffectual and God is almost immediately forced to replace him

by an angel (Judg. 6:10).

Saulmeets everal groups ofmen called prophets, and again they do littlemore

than play on drums and sing wild songs (I
Sam. 10:4 and 19:20). Saul becomes one

of them, but they seem only to humble and confuse him. At the
end of his life, after

he has been abandoned by God and by Samuel, he returns to these people, but they

are of no help.

The rise of the respectable prophet began in the days of Moses when the

people became frightened by the voice ofGod and asked Him not to speak to them

directly any longer but through the mediator, Moses. But Moses would die one

day, and that was the beginning of prophecy.

The Lord thy God will raise up unto thee a Prophet
from the midst of thee, of thy brethren,

like unto me; unto him ye shall hearken;According to all that thou desiredst of the Lord thy

God inHoreb in the day ofthe assembly, saying, Letme not hear again the voice ofthe Lord

my God. neither letme see this greatfire any more, that I die not. (Deut. 18:15-16)
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It would be wrong however to believe that Moses was distinguished merely

from those early men who sang songs and played on drums. The final tribute the

Book ofDeuteronomy pays toMoses sets him apart even from those great Prophets

who were to come in the future.

And there arose not a prophet since in Israel like untoMoses, whom the Lord knewface to

face. In all the signs and the wonders, which the Lord sent him to do in the land ofEgypt to

Pharaoh, and to all his servants, and to all his land. And in all thatmighty hand, and in all

the great terror whichMoses shewed in the sight ofall Israel. (Deut. 34:10-12)

We have already seen the passage in which Moses is distinguished from all

other prophets. To them God will only reveal Himself in dreams and in hidden

ways.

The Bible is fully aware that signs and wonders come to true and false

prophets alike. A false prophet is not merely a man who falsely claims to have had

a dream. True and false prophets alike are men who have had a vision of a whole

that includes the political whole and extends beyond it. The false prophet is a man

whose vision has been impaired either by a moral defect in his character or through

some other cause. Though the prophets are aware of the political situation, their

final cries to the people or advice to the kings arise through the revelation of the

consequences of the political situation, a revelation for which they themselves can

give no account within the confines of their own thought. Soon afterHis promise to

send a prophet, God says:

When a prophet speaketh in the name of the Lord, if the thingfollow not, nor come to pass,

that is the thing which the Lord hath not spoken, but the prophet hath spoken it presumptu

ously: thou shalt not be afraid ofhim. (Deut. 18:22)

According to this verse one can only decide whether the final vision is true or

false in terms of the wisdom of what has been revealed. But Moses, as distin

guished from the Prophets, did not receive his wisdom in visions and dreams in

which the interconnections of thought are hidden.

Even in later times prophecy came about slowly. The main thrust of the Book

of Judges was to show the inadequacy of the loosely connected system of govern

ment envisaged byMoses and Joshua. The last lines ofHannah 's prayer mean that

even the humblest person had seen on one level what God and Samuel had not yet

recognized on the higher level. Israel could no longer do without a king (I Sam.

2:10).

But in Israel there could be no king; final allegiance cannot be paid to a man.

That was the situation out of which the Seers came to be. They were men ofGod
sent to balance the power of the king. In their own lifetime they were not called

Prophets but Seers (I Sam. 9:9; 22:5). The Prophets, men like Elijah and Elishah,
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came much later, after the kingdom cracked in two . However, we are rushing our

story and must leave them for another occasion .

Only with King Solomon and the building of the Temple does one find for a

brief moment a king who is able to unify the political and the sacrificial. As

opposed to Saul, his sacrifice at theTemple seems to be acceptable (I Kings 8:63).

The height ofKing Solomon 's glory was the Temple he built and the wisdom

of the speech he gave at the opening ceremony of that building. At the end of his

life his wisdom left the ways of Israel and his buildings caused debts far beyond his

ability to pay (I Kings 9:11-14). Because of these debts the people were willing to

follow Jeroboam, who had received God's sanction. His revolution left the

kingdom divided between the two kingdoms, Judah and Israel.

The source of the wisdom Solomon displayed in his magnificent speech at the

opening ceremony of the Temple goes back to the ninth verse of Chapter 3 , in

which he had asked of God the wisdom to distinguish good from bad, that same

wisdom that Man andWoman had received from eating the fruit of the Tree in the

Garden. God seemed pleased on this occasion that Solomon should have asked for

the wisdom to distinguish between good and bad, rather than forwealth and fame.

Whether the results of that wisdom were so different from the results that followed

when man first gained the knowledge of good and bad is a question we shall have to

cover with some care. His famous decision about the two women and the child

shows that Solomon had received purely human wisdom with which he could rule

justly without advice of Seer or Prophet, or the intervention of special divine

providence.

The fame of Solomon's wisdom spread throughout the world, and he was

visited by a most proper lady, the Queen of Sheba, who was attracted to Solomon

because of his wisdom (I Kings 10:6). The lineage of this great lady is by no means

clear. Shemay have been a descendant ofCush ,
the son ofHam (Gen . 10:7) ,

which

would make her a daughter of the cursed nations and a complete foreigner (Gen.

9:25). On the other hand, it is equally possible that she may have been descended

from Sheba, the first son of Jokshan, the second son ofAbraham by his wife Ketura

(Gen. 25:3). Since Abraham's first son by that marriage, Zimran, had no descen

dants that we know of, while Jokshan had many famous descendants, we are

forced to conclude in the case of the second marriage as well that it is the second

son, Jokshan, who receives Abraham's personal birthright as opposed to the

special birthright that was given to Isaac (see commentary to Gen. 25:1). This latter

supposition would place the Queen of Sheba in that same middle position between

the Chosen People and the rest of the world in which we have foundmen like Jethro

and the Moabites.

Unfortunately, King Solomon's experiences with this grand lady seem to

have given him a taste for strange women. In the chapter that immediately follows

his encounter with the Queen of Sheba, Solomon is seduced by many women of

many nations (I Kings 11:1), and his
great plans for building turn from the Temple

to the building of shrines to foreign gods (I Kings
11:6).



76 Interpretation

Because of the later sins of Solomon, God decided to take most of the land

from him and used Jeroboam, the son ofNebat, as His instrument (I Kings 11:26).

The excessive taxation of the people that Solomon required in order to build the

Temple was continued and even increased by his son Rehoboam. Rehoboam's

policies made it possible for Jeroboam to gather the people of ten northern tribes

together for a successful revolt that left only the south loyal to King Rehoboam.

Jeroboam
, fearing that the people would return to Jerusalem for the sacrifice and be

reattracted by the ceremony that had traditionally ensured the unity of the people,

decided to build an altar in Beth El. Jeroboam's decision to build the new altar is

mentioned ten times in the Second Book ofKings as the sin that was at the root of

Israel's difficulties; and more specifically, this rending of the country into two

spiritual centers was said to be the cause of the defeat of the northern kingdom and

its fall into Assyrian hands (II Kings 17:23).

The real life of the kingdom after its establishment extends from the reign of

King David through the reign of King Josiah. The little time that remained after

King Josiah 's death was nothing more than amoment that God added to the life of

the nation in order that King Josiah would not be forced to witness the fall of

Jerusalem (II Kings 22:19, 20).

The account of this period is held together by a single story that faces directly
the problem with which we began this rather long digression, the problem of the

Prophets. We shall begin by quoting I Kings, Chapter 13, in its entirety:

1. And behold, there came a man ofGod out ofJudah by thewordoftheLord untoBethel: and

Jer-o-boam stood by the altar to burn incense. 2 . And he cried against the altar in the word

of the Lord, and said, O altar, altar, thus saith the Lord; Behold, a child shall be born unto

the house ofDavid, Jo-siah by name; and upon thee shall he offer the priests of the high

places that burn incense upon thee, and men's bones shall be burnt upon thee. 3. And he

gave a sign the same day, saying, This is the sign which the Lord hath spoken; Behold, the

altar shall be rent, and the ashes that are upon it shall bepoured out. 4. And it came topass,

when King Jer-o-boam heard the saying oftheman ofGod, which had cried against the altar

in Beth-el, that he putforth his handfrom the altar, saying. Lay hold on him. Andhishand,
which heputforth against him. dried up, so that he could notpull it in again to him. 5 The

altar also was rent, and the ashespoured outfrom the altar, according to the sign which the

man ofGod had given by the word of the Lord. 6. And the king answered and said unto the
man ofGod, Entreat now theface ofthe Lord thyGod, andprayforme, thatmy handmay be

restoredme again. And the man ofGod besought the Lord, and the king's hand was restored

him again, and became as it was before. 7. And the king said unto the man ofGod. Come
home with me, and refresh thyself, and I will give thee a reward. 8. And theman ofGod said

unto the king, Ifthou wilt giveme halfthine house, I will notgo in with thee, neither will I eat
bread nor drink water in this place: 9. For so was it charged me by the word of the Lord,

saying Eat no bread, nor drink water, nor turn again by the same way that thou earnest.

10. So he went another way. and returned not by the way that he came to Beth-el. 11. Now
there dwelt an oldprophet in Beth-el; and his sons came and told him all the works that the

man ofGodhaddone that day inBeth-el: the words which he had spoken unto the king, them
they told also to theirfather. 12. And theirfather said unto them , What way went he? For his
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sons had seen what way the man ofGodwent, which camefrom Judah .13. And he said unto

his sons, Saddle me the ass. So they saddled him the ass: and he rode thereon. 14. And went

after theman ofGod, andfound him sitting under an oak: andhe said unto him, Art thou the

man ofGod that earnest from Judah? And he said, I am. 15. Then he said unto him, Come

home with me, and eat bread. 16. And he said, I may not return with thee, nor go in with

thee: neither will I eat bread nor drink water with thee in thisplace: 17 . For itwas said to me

by the word of the Lord, Thou shalt eat no bread nor drink water there, nor turn again to go

the way that thou earnest. 18. He said unto him, I am a prophet also as thou art; and an

angel spake unto me by the word of the Lord, saying, Bring him back with thee into thine

house, that he may eat bread and drink water. But he lied unto him . 19. So he went back with

him, and did eat bread in his house, and drank water. And it came to pass, as they sat at the

table, that the word of the Lord came unto the prophet that brought him back: 21. And he

cried unto theman ofGod that camefrom Judah, saying, Thus saith theLord, Forasmuch as

thou hast disobeyed the mouth of the Lord, and hast not kept the commandment which the

Lord thy God commanded thee, 22 . But earnest back, and hast eaten bread and drunk water

in the place, of the which the Lord did say to thee, Eat no bread, and drink no water; thy

carcass shall not come unto the sepulchre of thy fathers . 23. And it came to pass, after he

had eaten bread, and after he had drunk, that he saddled for him the ass, to wit, for the

prophet whom he had brought back. 24. And when he was gone, a lion met him by the way,

and slew him: and his carcass was cast in the way, and the ass stood by it, the lion also stood

by the carcass .25. And, behold, menpassed by, and saw the carcass cast in the way, and the

lion standing by the carcass: and they came and told it in the city where the old prophet

dwelt. 26. And when theprophet that brought him backfrom the way heard thereof, he said,

It is the man ofGod, who was disobedient unto the word ofthe Lord: therefore the Lord hath

delivered him unto the lion, which hath torn him, and slain him, according to the word ofthe

Lord, which he spake unto him. 27. And he spake to his sons, saying, Saddle me the ass.

And they saddled him. 28. And he went andfound his carcass cast in the way, and the ass

and the lion standing by the carcass: the lion had not eaten the carcass, nor torn the ass.

29. And the prophet took up the carcass of the man ofGod, and laid it upon the ass, and

brought it back: and the oldprophet came to the city, to mourn and to bun him. 30. And he

laid his carcass in his own grave; and they mourned over him, saying, Alas, my brother!

31. And it came topass after he had buried him, that he spake to his sons, saying, Whenlam

dead, then bun me in the sepulchre wherein the man ofGod is buried; lay my bones beside

his bones: 32. For the saying which he cried by the word of the Lord against the altar in

Beth-el, and against all the houses of the high places which are in the cities ofSa-mari-a,

shall surely come topass. 33 . After this thing Jer-o-boam returned notfrom his evil way, but

made again of the lowest of the people priests of
the high places: whosoever would, he

consecrated him, and he became one of the priests of the high places. 34. And this thing

became sin unto the house ofJer-o-boam, even to cut it off,
and to destroy itfrom offtheface

of the Earth.

The prophecy the man ofGod
gave in Verse 2 is clearly a reference to the last

great King of Israel , Josiah ,
the man ofwhom we have been speaking . In his reign

the northern provinces were recaptured from Assyrian hands after 110 years of

foreign rule, and the split kingdom was reunited for the first time in 361 years. In

his reign the Torah ofMoses, a book that had almost never been mentioned since
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the time of Joshua 522 years earlier, was rediscovered (II Kings 22:8). From the

time of Joshua to the time of the Second Book ofKings the Torah ismentioned only

once. It occurs in David's last words ofwarning to his son, Solomon. While it was

mentioned three times earlier in the Second Book of Kings, it was always used to

contrast present practices with the expectations laid down in that book (II Kings

10:31; 17:13; 21:8).

The times of King Josiah were as glorious as Israel has ever known: For no

such Passover had been kept since the days of the judges who judged Israel, or

during all the days of the kings ofIsrael or of the kings ofJudah (II Kings 23:22).

Even during the reign of the best of the kings we are reminded no less than seven

times that the highplaces were not taken away, in addition to the ten times in which

we are reminded that the Kings of Israel did not destroy Jeroboam s altar.

Only at the end of the kingdom was Josiah able to destroy the cause of its

corruptions, Jeroboam's altar. After destroying the high places he destroyed the

altars Jeroboam had built and spied the sepulchres that were in the mountain and

sent and took the bones out ofthe sepulchre andburnt them upon the altar, according

to the word of the Lord which the man ofGod had claimed, who proclaimed these

words. Then he said, What is yonder monument that I see? And the men of the city

told him, It is the sepulchre of the man of God which came from Judah and

proclaimed these things that thou hast done against the altar ofBeth-el (II Kings

23:16,17).

With so much of an introduction, we are prepared to face more directly I

Kings Chapter 13 and its implication concerning the limits ofprophecy. The crucial

difficulty lies in how one understands the end ofVerse 18. Some modern commen

tators wish to take out the words and he lied to
him.1 Most of the medieval

commentators understand this verse to imply that the Old Prophet was not a true

Prophet ofGod but rather a Prophet of Baal.

Abrabanel argues in quite a different manner. He fully sees that the last part of

the story is incompatible with his understanding of the Biblical notion of a false

prophet. The Old Prophet loved and cared for the young man and mourned his

death. According to Abrabanel, it would be unthinkable in Biblical terms that a

false prophet should have such feelings. On the basis ofVerse 14, he argues that the

Old Prophet found the man of God sitting under the tree, exhausted from his

labors. Feeling that the divine commandment applied only to the king and not to

himself, the Old Prophet, according to Abrabanel, lied to the man ofGod because

he knew there was no other way of convincing him to take the rest and sustenance

he so evidently needed. If Abrabanel 's position is taken, the point of the story

would be that a prophet must follow the word ofGod, as it is revealed to him even

'See James Montgomery, The International Critical Commentary, Book Of Kings (Edinborough: T.
T. Clark, 1951). See also Gray, The Book OfKings, Old Testament Library (London: S.C.M. Press,
1963), p. 301.
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though it may seem foolish orwrong, and that even a decent man can fall into such

an
error.2

The Books of Kings as a whole contain one other story that is apparently

unconnected with the story of the man ofGod, but it may shed some light on it. It

appears at the very end of the First Book of Kings, precisely in the middle of the

whole book, which is bound together by the two parts of the story concerning the

man ofGod. In I Kings 15:24, the author mentions the death of King Asa and that

King Jehoshaphat came to rule in Judah. The story then shifts to the northern

kingdom, and we are told the story ofKing Ahab and the deterioration of his reign

under the corrupting influence of his wife Queen Jezebel . In the last chapter of the

book, focus is again placed on King Jehoshaphat, who went to pay a visit to the

king of Israel (I Kings 22:2). The then ruling king was King Ahab, but throughout

the chapter Ahab is known merely as the king ofIsrael. Jehoshaphat, one of the

most promising kings between the rule of King Solomon and the rule of King

Hezekiah, apparently had some hopes ofunifying the country again, perhaps under

a dual kingship. The king of Israel proposed to Jehoshaphat that they go to war

against Syria in order to recapture lands that had been lost in the prior generation.

Jehoshaphat suggested that they inquire of the Prophets to see whether such an

expedition would be feasible, and the Prophets were full of encouragement. But

after making inquiry, Jehoshaphat discovered that there was one prophet in the

land who had not been consulted. His name was Micaiah (I Kings 22:7-9). Ahab

hadmisgivings about calling Micaiah and accused him of always prophesying evil .

At that moment a strange thing happened. Micaiah joined the other prophets in

encouraging the kings into battle, and Ahab says, How many times shall I adjure

thee that thou tellme nothing but that which is true in the name ofthe Lord? (I Kings

22:16). Micaiah answers, I saw all Israel scattered upon the hills, as sheep that have

not a shepherd: and the Lord said, These have no master: let them return even man

to his house in peace ( 1 Kings 22:17).

The rest of the text reads as follows:

And he said, Hear thou therefore the word of the Lord: I saw the Lord sitting on his throne,

and all the host ofheaven standing by him on his right hand and on his left. 20. And the Lord

said, Who shallpersuadeAhab, that he may go upandfallatRamoth-gilead?Andonesaid

on thismanner, and another said on thatmanner. 21 . And there cameforth a spirit, and stood

before the Lord, and said, I willpersuade him. 22. And the Lord said unto him, Wherewith?

And he said, I will goforth, and I will be a living spirit in the mouth ofall his prophets. And

he said, Thou shaltpersuade him, andprevail also: goforth, and do so. 23. Now therefore,

behold, the Lord hath put a living spirit in themouth ofall these prophets, and the Lordhath

spoken evil concerning thee.
(I Kings 22:19-23)

2Don Abrabanel, Coinmentaiy On The Early Prophets, (Jerusalem: Hossath Sepharim Torah We-

da'ath,5716),p. 35 Iff.
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In the battle that ensued Jehoshaphat went off to war in full regalia, but the

king of Israel entered the battle incognito. The Syrian soldiers, having been

instructed by their king to capture the king of Israel only, let Jehoshaphat escape.

But a certain man drew a bow at random and smote the king of Israel (I Kings

22:34).

Precisely in the middle, between the two sections of the story concerning
the

man ofGod, there is another story concerning a lying prophet. The prophets lie

because they are sent false spirits. They believe Ahab is a good man and wish to

prophesy according to what seems to them to be true. However, they have been

blinded by the same passions that have overcome King Ahab. Micaiah in Verse 15

also plays the role of a false prophet but for different reasons. He wishes to trap

Ahab because he believes Ahab to be an evil king.

Both the story that appears in the middle of the
book and the story that holds

the book together have in common the story of the false prophet. From the central

story we have learned that God may send false prophets,
and we have also learned

that true prophets sometimes lie. If the same argument applies to the first story, it

can certainly not hold in the same sense since it is obvious
that both the man ofGod

and the Old Prophet are good men.

Superficially, the story ofChapter 13 is about the man ofGod who had a great

vision of the distant future, and an Old Prophet whom we are constantly reminded

has no special knowledge of things he cannot see with his own eyes. For instance,

he was forced to ask his sons which way the man ofGod went (I Kings 13:12); he

was not sure who the man ofGod from Judah was (I Kings 13:14); and he had to be

told that the man ofGod died (I Kings 13:25). However, in Verse 32 it becomes

clear that the Old Prophet knows that someday the prophecy of the man ofGod will

come true. The prophecy is: Behold a child is born unto the house ofDavid, Josiah

by name (I Kings 13:2). In his discussion of this verse Abrabanel accounts for the

present tense of the verb by arguing that prophets see future events as happening in

the present. While this is undoubtedly the case, a difference of roughly 370 years

may be significant. The special character of this prophecy is intentionally under

lined when seen in contrast to the Old Prophet's constant inability to know the

details of things he has not seen with his own eyes.

The words that are normally translated he lied to him are ambiguous both

lexicographically and syntactically. The word translated lied is not the normal

word one uses in reference to a false prophet. This word actually means to deceive

rather than to lie, and from its position in the sentence it is unclear whether the Old

Prophet deceived the man ofGod or whether the angel deceived the Old Prophet

(See I Kings 22:20-24). The second suggestion would certainly make sense in the

light of the decency of the Old Prophet, though it leaves us with the problem of

accounting for the actions of the angel. Ifwe turn back to theprophecy of the man

ofGod given in Verse 2, we see that in some sense it too is a false prophecy. The

prophecy reads: Behold a child is born unto the house ofDavid, Josiah by name. But

King Josiah had not yet been born, and the people would be forced to suffer another
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369 years until the kingdom was united once again. Undoubtedly the man ofGod

had seen the evils of his day and a solution to them, but his prophetic vision was

blurred so that he did not see the great length of time it would take for his dreams to

come true. The deceiving prophecy of the angel may then have been given that the

prophecy of the man ofGod might not raise the expectations of the people beyond

the possibility of fulfillment. From an orthodox point of view, the necessary death

of a true prophet whose vision has become blurred may constitute the closest

approach to tragedy possible within the confines of Biblical thought. Such an

interpretation would account for the last two verses of the chapter, in which it is

made clear that the man of God's encounter with King Jeroboam was totally

useless.

In summary then, prophecy was a long time in coming to Israel. First there

were the men with the cymbals and the drums. But eventually something was

needed to fill the gap after the death ofMoses. We have seen true prophets fill that

gap, and we have seen false prophets make the attempt. And saddest of all, we

have seen a visionary who lacked an understanding of politics.

Abraham seems to fit into none of these categories, and his position as a

prophet will only become intelligible when we meet Abimelech again in the

following chapter.


