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  Introduction


  The Bible and the Environment


  A New Focus on the Bible


  Examine any book published before 1970 on the interpretation of the Bible and chances are that it contains little or no information on the Bible’s view of the natural world or the role of Israel’s environment in shaping its religion and culture. This is not for lack of biblical references to the natural world. Indeed, the Bible is replete with such references. It begins with two creation stories in which the creation of the natural world is given as much attention as the creation of human beings. God’s appearance in the Bible is repeatedly described with natural images. Numerous passages focus on the condition of the natural world, whether it will be conducive or hostile to life, and several psalms and passages of wisdom extol the splendor and complexity of the natural world. The natural world was neglected in biblical interpretation because biblical scholars had interpreted the Bible from an exclusively history-oriented, that is, human-oriented, perspective. Yahweh, the God of the Bible, was thought to be a God of human history. Unlike all other ancient Near Eastern gods, Yahweh acted in human affairs to save Israel and to guide human history according to his plan of salvation. The religion of Israel was thus considered to be a religion of history. The numerous biblical references to the natural world were either ignored or interpreted in reference to God’s activity in history. Nature was the stage for the historical drama of salvation, or nature served as God’s instrument in that drama, but the natural world was not considered to be significant in its own right.


  The historical focus of biblical interpretation began to change in the 1970s. At the end of the preceding decade, the emerging public concern over the environmental crisis expressed itself in an assault on the relevance of the Bible. Because biblical scholars had neglected or historicized the biblical references to the natural world, the Bible was dismissed as detrimental to a stable and healthy environment. How could a biblical interpretation which devalues nature, subordinating it to human concerns, contribute to the preservation of the environment? Some critics even accused the Bible of fostering the current environmental crisis. Biblical scholars at last began to turn their attention to the Bible’s view of the natural world. Rarely, however, did these scholars abandon their historical orientation or formulate a systematic interpretation of the role of the environment in the religion and culture of ancient Israel. Their initial concern was merely to defend the Bible by correcting what they perceived to be misinterpretations of particular biblical passages.


  These attacks on the Bible have had an important effect on biblical interpretation. Although the environmentally concerned critics of the Bible have often failed to characterize accurately the Bible’s view of the natural world, they have succeeded, often indirectly, in unmasking the interpretive biases that have led biblical scholars to neglect the natural world and its role within the religion and culture of ancient Israel. Biblical scholars have been too exclusively history-oriented in their interpretation of the Bible. Biblical scholars have too readily dismissed the natural world from being a significant factor in the development of Israel’s religion and culture.


  Today, over twenty years later, the situation is more positive. For an increasing number of scholars, the role of the environment must be taken into account in the interpretation of the Bible and the Israelite religion and culture from which it emerged. The frequent biblical references to the natural world, for example, are now recognized as the expression of an essential feature of the religion of Israel. No longer can these references to the natural world be ignored or historicized. No longer can the role which Israel’s experience of the natural world played on the development of its religion and culture be neglected. Public awareness of the environmental crisis and the ensuing attacks on the Bible served to bring the ecology of Israel – that is, Israel’s relationship to its environment – to the forefront of biblical interpretation.


  In investigating the ecology of ancient Israel,1 three issues appear to be central: First, the impact of the Israelites on their environment; second, the influence of the environment on the development of Israelite religion and culture; and third, Israelite attitudes toward nature (Hughes: 3). The first issue is the most difficult to address, and so has attracted the attention of only a few scholars (see the exceptional work by Hopkins, 1985, 1987). Not only did the Israelites inhabit the land of Palestine for a mere moment of human history, Palestine was subject to numerous military campaigns and was repeatedly exploited by neighboring peoples. The biblical literature itself is virtually silent on this issue. The human impact on the environment due specifically to the Israelites is difficult to discern. The second issue has recently received treatment by a number of scholars, especially those who employ the social sciences in their research. These scholars have demonstrated, for example, how the Palestinian environment both affected the formation of the state of Israel and shaped certain features of Israelite religion (notable examples include Frick; Hopkins, 1985; Meyers; Eilberg-Schwartz; Coote and Ord, 1991). The third issue has received the most attention. In response to the assault on the Bible by environmentally concerned critics, many scholars have investigated the biblical attitudes toward the natural world (Trible, 1971; Barr, 1972; Baker; Anderson, 1975, 1984a; Koch, 1979; Drumbell; Williamson; Malchow; Bergant). Nevertheless, no systematic interpretation of these attitudes has been presented.2


  In this book I will offer a systematic interpretation of the attitudes, or values, which the ancient Israelites expressed toward the natural world by analyzing the worldview of the biblical writers and the values that ensued from it. To accomplish this task, I will employ two complementary models of cross-cultural analysis – a model of worldview analysis and a model of value orientations – which will highlight the worldview that is implicit in the biblical texts and the values that are rooted in it. By isolating the biblical writers’ values toward their environment and placing them within the context of their worldview, this book will make a further contribution toward an ecology of ancient Israel.


  Because the study of Israel’s relationship to its environment has been neglected in biblical interpretation until recently, it is important to place this new focus in historical context in order to avoid some of the pitfalls of the past. Therefore, in the remainder of this introduction I will present the historical background of this study. An examination of two watershed figures in the history of modern biblical interpretation proves helpful in this regard.


  Human Dominion Over Nature: Lynn White


  Lynn White is not a biblical scholar but an historian of medieval history, specializing in the development of technology. Nevertheless, in a frequently published essay entitled “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” White argued that modern technology and science, the means by which we exploit the natural environment, can be traced ultimately to the biblical religion. He claimed that the religion of the Bible, with its idea of linear history and perpetual progress, disenchanted the natural world. Nature was transformed from a subject to be revered to an object to be used. “By destroying pagan animism, Christianity made it possible to exploit nature in a mood of indifference to the feelings of natural objects” (1205). For Lynn White, the Bible’s creation account most clearly and persuasively articulates Christianity’s anthropocentrism. In the creation account, the first man


  named all the animals, thus establishing his dominance over them. God planned all this explicitly for man’s benefit and rule: no item in the physical creation had any purpose save to serve man’s purposes. And, although man’s body is made of clay, he is not simply part of nature: he is made in God’s image (1205).


  White concluded that, according to the biblical text, “it is God’s will that man exploit nature for his proper ends” (1205).


  Because, White argued, our modern science and technology grew out of the Christian attitude of humankind’s transcendence and superiority over nature, more science and more technology cannot solve our environmental problems. Rather, the Christian religion that is at the root of the problem and continues to justify human misuse of nature needs to be reformulated. White himself favored the theology of Saint Francis of Assisi, for Francis “tried to depose man from his monarchy over creation and set up a democracy of all God’s creatures” (1206). Nature is not simply material substance for human consumption; it is independent of humankind and was designed for the glorification of the creator. In contrast to the arrogance toward nature that White claimed characterizes orthodox Christianity, he argued that the Franciscan emphasis on the humility of the human species and the spiritual autonomy of all parts of nature points us in the right direction in order to solve our environmental crisis.


  Lynn White’s essay caused an immediate sensation. Although White’s arguments were neither new nor complete, his treatise has been accepted, reprinted, and preached as gospel by innumerable environmental enthusiasts (Derr: 40-43). It has become the banner around which all those who need a convenient culprit for the crisis rally. Some Christian theologians have even taken up the charge that the biblical view of nature is responsible for the current crisis, and have provided further theological rationales to justify the charge. Gordon Kaufman , for instance, argues that the biblical anthropocentrism which White identifies as the root of the environmental crisis is intrinsic to Christian theology (349-59).


  Despite the popularity and influence of White’s essay, there is no shortage of critics of its essential theses. Historians, on the one hand, argue that modern science and technology do not have their origin in the Christian, or biblical, worldview. Modern science can be traced back at least to the classical Greek culture. Moreover, Christianity and science have often had an antagonistic relationship (Sessions: 73-76; Barr, 1972: 18-19). Biblical scholars, on the other hand, argue that White’s interpretation of the creation account and the biblical view of nature inherent in it is distorted. He misunderstands what the Bible means by both “dominion” and “the image of God,” and has failed to read the texts in their own historical context (Trible, 1971; Barr, 1972; Anderson, 1975; Hiers: 43-45). The most damaging argument against White’s central thesis, however, is that destruction of the environment has not been nor is the exclusive prerogative of Christian cultures. Environmental abuse knows no race, creed, or gender. The human species is the only common denominator.


  All over the globe and at all times in the past, men have pillaged nature and disturbed the ecological equilibrium, usually out of ignorance, but also because they have always been more concerned with immediate advantages than with long-range goals. Moreover, they could not foresee that they were preparing for ecological disasters, nor did they have a real choice of alternatives. If men are more destructive now than they were in the past, it is because there are more of them and because they have at their command more powerful means of destruction, not because they have been influenced by the Bible (Dubos: 162).3


  While it is true that Christian theology and the Bible have been used to justify exploitation of natural resources (some of the comments of a notorious former Secretary of the Interior, James Watts, come to mind), Christianity is not the culprit in the environmental crisis. The causes of the current crisis are complex and diverse.


  The major factors in the emergence of antiecological attitudes and actions were not Christian axioms, but rather population pressures, the development of expansionistic capitalism in the forms of commercialism and industrialization (particularly ship-building, glassworks, iron and copper smelting), the triumph of Cartesian mechanism in science (which meant the “death” of nature, since it represented the defeat of organic assumptions, and the victory of the view that nature is “dead,” inert particles moved by external forces), and the triumph of Francis Bacon’s notions of dominion as mastery over nature (Nash: 75).


  White’s conclusions cannot be accepted.


  Lynn White stands as a watershed figure in the history of biblical interpretation because his attack on the biblical tradition has forced biblical scholars to examine the Bible’s view of the natural world, and especially its presentation of humankind’s relationship to nature. By focusing on a few texts, White himself had accused the Bible of fostering a despot model of humankind’s role in the natural world: Humans were to have authority and power over nature so that they could use it as they saw fit. Biblical scholars, in response, have argued that the Bible more accurately promotes a stewardship model for understanding the human relationship to nature: Rather than exploit nature, humans are commissioned to care for the natural world. Unfortunately, biblical scholars have rarely moved beyond defending the biblical tradition from attack. Interpreting the Bible’s view of the natural world is still too often dominated by White’s agenda. Discussion of the relationship of humankind to nature usually is limited to those biblical passages employed by White himself. Biblical scholarship has thus failed to articulate adequately the biblical writers’ attitudes toward the natural world.


  Creation Subordinate to Redemption: Gerhard von Rad


  If Lynn White misinterpreted the Bible’s view of the relationship between humans and the natural world, as biblical scholars have held, he can be excused, for he simply echoed the dominant position of biblical scholarship at that time. Compare, for example, Harvey Cox’s popular assessment of this relationship, published only two years before White’s famous essay:


  Just after [God’s] creation man is given the crucial responsibility of naming the animals. He is their master and commander. It is his task to subdue the earth. Nature is neither his brother nor his god. As such it offers him no salvation. When he looks up to the hills, Hebrew man turns from them and asks where he can gain strength. The answer is, Not from the hills, but from Yahweh, who made heaven and earth. For the Bible, neither man nor God is defined by his relationship to nature. This not only frees both of them for history, it also makes nature itself available for man’s use (23).


  Cox then went on to boast that the biblical disenchantment of the natural world provided the necessary precondition for the development of modern science and technology. From this perspective, White simply outlined the inherent dangers of such an interpretation.


  Prior to the controversy generated by White’s essay, biblical scholars largely ignored the role that the natural world played in the Bible; instead, they emphasized God’s activity in and on behalf of human history. According to this interpretation, the Bible is concerned exclusively with human salvation: God acts in human history in judgment and in deliverance in order to guide that history towards its final consummation when God’s people will be redeemed. As for the natural world, biblical scholars considered it to be merely the stage for the historical drama; it served as a passive instrument that God could utilize in the actualization of history’s divine plan.


  This history-oriented interpretation of the Bible is widespread and rooted deeply in biblical scholarship. It can be traced back directly as far as Hegel, who articulated in his philosophy of history a dichotomy between history and nature (Simkins: 3-10; compare Santmire); few biblical scholars have escaped its influence. This manner of interpretation is especially popular among scholars concerned to distinguish the biblical religion, which is characterized as a religion of history, from the so-called nature religions of Israel’s Near Eastern neighbors (Kaufmann; Wright, 1952, 1957). Of the many prominent and influential scholars in this historical tradition (Childs, 1970: 13-87; Oden, 1987: 1-39), Gerhard von Rad stands out as a watershed figure in the interpretation of the role of the natural world in the Bible.


  In a seminal essay, von Rad addressed the question of how the dominant faith of the Old Testament, based on the notion of election and therefore primarily concerned with redemption, is theologically related to the belief that Yahweh is also the creator (1984c). In answer to this question, von Rad stood firmly within the historical tradition: “Our main thesis was that in genuinely Yahwistic belief the doctrine of creation never attained to the stature of a relevant, independent doctrine. We found it invariably related, and indeed subordinated, to soteriological considerations” (1984c: 142). He based this conclusion on three observations from the biblical texts. First, neither Hosea nor Deuteronomy, books that attest to a vehement opposition against the so-called nature religion of the Canaanites, base their attack on the doctrine of creation. Instead of asserting that Yahweh is the originator and sustainer of the natural order, Hosea and the deuteronomic theologians preferred to recall Yahweh’s historical acts of redemption on behalf of Israel. Second, in the passages that refer to both the doctrines of creation and redemption (Pss 33, 74, 89, 136, 148, and numerous passages in Isa 40-55), either the two doctrines stand side by side, unrelated to each other, or the belief in creation is wholly subordinate, so that “it is but a magnificent foil for the message of salvation, which thus appears the more powerful and the more worthy of confidence” (1984c: 134). Finally, those passages that treat the doctrine of creation exclusively (Pss 8, 19, 104) contain conceptions and influences that are foreign to the heart of the biblical faith. According to von Rad, they most likely originated in late wisdom circles that were influenced by Egyptian thought.


  In analyzing Israel’s belief in creation, von Rad gave attention to its theological structure rather than to its development. He admits that the early Israelites must have had a belief in creation from the beginning, but he denies that creation ever became a theologically significant doctrine:


  Evidently a doctrine of creation was known in Canaan in extremely early times, and played a large part in the cultus in the pre-Israelite period through mythical representations of the struggle against primeval chaos. Yahwistic faith early absorbed these elements, but because of the exclusive commitment of Israel’s faith to historical salvation, the doctrine of creation was never able to attain to independent existence in its own right (1984c: 142).


  Everywhere in the Bible, Israel’s belief in creation is theologically subordinate to Israel’s primary faith in redemption. Even the elaborate priestly creation account in Genesis 1, von Rad claims, does not present creation for its own sake but rather as the first stage in God’s redemptive history.


  Although von Rad later somewhat modified his conclusions (1984b), his basic thesis that the doctrine of creation serves an ancillary function for Israel’s doctrine of redemption has remained dominant in biblical scholarship. The result of his study has been the further polarization of history and nature in biblical interpretation. If Israel’s faith is primarily concerned with the history of human redemption, why should scholars give attention to the role of nature in the Bible? What can it contribute toward understanding Israel’s faith? Even the biblical creation-faith itself is not so much about the natural world that God created but rather “an expression of confidence in the Creator’s power to save, of his rulership over the tumultuous forces of history” (Anderson, 1987: 99). Thus von Rad articulated a theological rationale that has served to justify neglect of the interrelationship between Israel and its environment.


  A critique of von Rad’s interpretation of the biblical doctrine of creation will be presented in a following chapter. At this point I simply want to emphasize von Rad’s critical role in the history of biblical interpretation. Von Rad presupposed the long established dichotomy between history and nature, and from this perspective he viewed history as the arena of God’s activity. Consequently, even God’s activity in nature – such as in creation (God creating nature), blessing (God working through the processes of nature), and theophany (God appearing in nature) – was understood to have historical purposes. The natural world itself lacked any theological import. In subsequent discussion of the relationship between humans and nature, then, biblical scholars tended only to accentuate the dissimilarity between humankind and the natural world: The God of Israel had acted in history to free humankind from the constraints of nature. No longer were humans bound to the unchanging cycles of nature, for the historical activity of God made human progress and development possible. Humans were thus free to control nature rather than simply be subject to it. It is in accord with this interpretation that Lynn White first raised the sound of alarm.


  This brief historical sketch highlights the two main obstacles which any investigation of the ecology of ancient Israel, and of the Israelite attitudes toward nature in particular, must face. On the one hand, this focus flies in the face of an earlier, dominant wisdom of biblical scholarship that gave little attention to and found no role for the natural world in the religion and culture of ancient Israel. As a result, long held assumptions and conclusions of biblical interpretation must be reformulated. On the other hand, that work which has been done on the Bible’s view of the natural world has been construed too often in defense of White’s attack. Such treatments have been partial, and have often been driven by contemporary concerns. No systematic interpretation of the biblical values toward nature has yet been offered.


  The Israelites’ Perception of Nature


  Before I can turn to an examination of the values that the ancient Israelites expressed toward the natural world and the worldview in which they were rooted, one final issue needs to be addressed. Because the Hebrew language has no term for the abstract category of “nature,” some biblical scholars have claimed that Israel had no concept of nature that would correspond to our modern idea of nature. Israelites instead used concrete expressions, such as “the heavens and the earth” (Gen 1:1) or “the earth and all that is in it” (Ps 24:1), to refer to the natural world. It would therefore be inappropriate, scholars have asserted, to apply our abstract concept of nature to the biblical texts. This statement by von Rad is typical:


  We must not transfer uncritically our accustomed ways of thinking to Israel. We must, rather, face the exacting demand of thinking ourselves into ideas, in a ‘view of life’, which are unfamiliar to us. A beginning could already be made if we fully realized that Israel was not aware of this or that entity which we almost automatically take as objects of our search for knowledge, or at least always include in our thought processes as part of the given framework of that search. She did not differentiate between a ‘life wisdom’ that pertained to the social orders and a ‘nature wisdom’, because she was unable to objectify these spheres in the form of such abstractions. This can easily be shown in the case of the concept ‘nature’, a concept which has become so indispensable to us but of which Israel was quite definitely unaware. Indeed, if we use the term in the interpretation of Old Testament texts, then we falsify something that was quite specific to Israel’s view (von Rad, 1972b: 71).


  Certainly von Rad’s warning that we cannot simply use our abstract concepts to interpret Israel’s concrete beliefs is warranted, but did the Israelites really have a different conception of nature from our own?


  In order to adequately address this issue, we must first distinguish between the various ways in which we use the term “nature.” Of the numerous usages of “nature” listed in the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, two definitions stand out as relevant for this discussion:


  
    	The creative and regulative physical power which is conceived of as operating in the physical world and as the immediate cause of all its phenomena.


    	The material world, or its collective objects or phenomena, the features and products of the earth itself, as contrasted with those of human civilization.

  


  With regard to the first definition, the ancient Israelites would have simply labeled this power “God” (Robinson, 1946: 1). God was understood to be the creative and regulative force in the world; God was the immediate cause of all phenomena in this world. The ancient Israelites had no conception of a natural force independent of God.


  In relation to the second definition, however, the Israelites undoubtedly shared our recognition of the natural world as something material and non-human. The fact that they used concrete expressions rather than an abstract concept to communicate this recognition is inconsequential. Nevertheless, it is useful to distinguish between how the Israelites experienced the natural world and how they discussed or understood their experience. Although this distinction is not always clear cut in that experience is often affected by understanding, it serves the heuristic purpose of clarifying what is at issue in our investigation. For instance, it is inconceivable that the Israelites would have experienced a rain shower or the heat from a fire differently from us, but it would not be unexpected if they attributed a particular significance to these aspects of nature that we do not. Certainly, the ancient Israelites were aware of the regularities of the natural world – the falling of objects toward the earth, the behavior of animals, the course of the sun and moon, the seasonal cycle – even though they did not formulate “natural laws” (Rogerson, 1977: 67-73).


  Israel’s experience of nature, of course, was determined by its own peculiar environment. The Israelites experienced the adversity of Palestine’s rugged terrain, the barrenness of Judah’s desert, the vastness of the Mediterranean, and the fertility of the lowlands and valleys. They experienced a climate that oscillated between a hot dry summer and a mild wet winter. They experienced earthquakes, thunderstorms, and sirocco winds. They experienced a wide range of plants and animals that were at home in the eastern Mediterranean environment. In fact, the ancient Israelites experienced the natural world in much the same way as people who live in the land of Israel today (Ben-Yoseph; Lipshitz and Waisel; Drori and Horowitz).4 Although their experience of nature was different from our own in that they lived in a different environment, it was not significantly so. If the Israelites had a different conception of nature from our modern idea, undoubtedly it was in their understanding of their experience of the natural world rather than in their experience itself.


  Overview


  The Israelites’ understanding of the natural world was shaped directly by their values toward nature and the worldview in which those values were rooted. In the following chapters, I will present an interpretation of the ancient Israelites’ worldview and values toward nature. In Chapter One, I will place this investigation within the context of ecology, and outline the two primary models that will facilitate this investigation: a model of worldview dynamics and a model of value orientations. Because the biblical writers did not explicitly articulate their worldview or their values toward nature which are derived from it, it is necessary to construct a model of their worldview that can account for the biblical texts as if they were predicated on this worldview. To this end, creation myths and metaphors are especially helpful for they encode the fundamental assumptions of a culture – they focus on the relationship between God, humans, and the natural world that is essential to a worldview, and the basis for values toward nature. By first examining creation metaphors in the Bible and in the comparative ancient Near Eastern literature, I will construct in Chapters Two and Three a model of the basic Israelite worldview.


  In Chapter Four I will outline the range of the Israelites’ values toward nature by further examining the interrelationship of the central worldview components – God, humans, and the natural world – through the specific topics of theophany and covenant. By taking into account the different orientations resulting from ingroup/outgroup dynamics, the diverse Israelite values toward nature can be integrated into a single model of the Israelite worldview. Chapters Five and Six will treat the creation myths of Genesis and their reflection in the prophetic corpus. These chapters will complete the construction of the model of the Israelite’s worldview by analyzing the values toward the natural world expressed in this literature.


  Finally, because concern over the environmental crisis served as a catalyst for this new focus on the role of the natural world in the religion and culture of Israel, at the end of this study I will consider the role that the Bible might play in the discussion of the current crisis. Although the ancient Israelite worldview and values toward nature are culturally specific, they present a symbolic perception of reality that may serve to critique our values toward and treatment of the natural environment.


  Notes


  1. Because ecology is a complex term, some definition is needed here. In its standard biological usage, ecology refers to the interrelationship between living things and their environment, and the study of this interrelationship. When applied to human societies, variously called human ecology or cultural ecology, ecology refers to how a society affects or is affected by its physical environment--the earth with its soil, water, and vegetation; the air and the weather; other living creatures (Hughes: 2-3) In this context, ecology is the “study of how and why humans use Nature, how they incorporate Nature into Society, and what they do to themselves, Nature, and Society in the process” (Bennett: 3).


  2. Although Malchow’s brief attempt to describe the Bible’s view of the natural world is the most comprehensive, it is unsuccessful because he treats the biblical writers’ views of nature in isolation. He identifies two contrasting and contradictory biblical views of nature: On the one hand, the natural world has been corrupted by human sin and can only be redeemed in the (prophetic literature); on the other hand, the natural world has remained good and humans can learn from it (wisdom literature). However, without analyzing the systemic worldview in which these views of nature are rooted, he is unable to explain their relationship or how they are contradictory.


  3. The invaluable study by Hughes outlines how the Greek and Roman attitudes toward nature, in particular, had destructive consequences for their environment.


  4. For detailed studies of Israel’s environment, see Baly, Aharoni, and Hopkins (1985).


  



  Chapter One


  Ecology, Worldview, and Values Toward Nature


  Models and the Process of Interpretation


  In recent years a new focus has emerged in biblical interpretation: The role played by the natural world in shaping the religion and culture of the ancient Israelites, and their attitudes toward nature. Earlier biblical interpretation precluded this focus. As outlined in the Introduction, scholars interpreted the Bible from an exclusively history-oriented perspective. They focused on the events of human history and God’s activity in human affairs, but not on the relationship between humans and the natural world. They claimed that the natural world did not play a significant role in the development of Israelite religion and culture, and the Israelites attributed no divine qualities or importance to nature. Nature was viewed as physical material created by God for human use. Earlier biblical scholars simply did not deem the natural world to be a significant category of investigation. Consequently, readers of the Bible who are interested in ancient Israel’s relationship with its environment are faced with a two-fold dilemma: How can this subject be investigated, and how can the data resulting from an investigation be organized into a meaningful interpretation?


  At issue in this dilemma are both the methods and the models of interpretation. Methods are the techniques that are applied to the biblical texts in order to extract data. The kind of data being searched for will determine the type of method applied. Methods are like tools in that each tool has a specific purpose. If a reader is interested in isolating the literary strands of Genesis, for example, the reader will apply the methods of source criticism to the text. These methods are effective because they draw the reader’s attention to discrepancies and incongruities in a literary text. They produce the desired kind of data. In contrast, the methods of narrative criticism would not be productive for this task because they draw attention to the unity of a text. These methods have a different purpose. Similarly, if a reader intends to investigate Israel’s relationship with its environment, the reader should employ methods that are able to extract this kind of data. Although the natural world has been a neglected category of investigation, many of the traditional methods of modern biblical interpretation are still useful in this task. These and some newer methods such as social science criticism will be employed where appropriate in this investigation.


  Although the appropriate methods can generate data relevant for understanding Israel’s relationship with its environment, methods are insufficient to produce this understanding. Data by themselves are meaningless. They are isolated “facts.” The data become meaningful – they give rise to understanding – only when they are organized in relation to a meaningful frame of reference. This is the role of models. In other words, a model provides the means for assessing which data are relevant, the quality of the data, and the relationship between the data (Carney: 3-4).


  A model is simply an organizing framework for data. It is a symbolic abstraction of reality, a simplification of real-world relationships (Barbour: 34-42). A model functions to select, integrate, and interpret data. First, a model is selective in that it restricts our attention to the kinds of data that are thought to be relevant. Other data are ignored and excluded from interpretation. Each model thus has a specific range of usefulness, determined by the scope of its selectivity. Like methods, different models are appropriate for different purposes. Second, a model is integrative in that it brings disparate data into relationship. It relates one datum to another, and ranks the importance of the data. It establishes a configuration of data much like a conceptual map. Third, a model is interpretive in that it enables the data to make sense. The configuration of data can be explained in reference to the model, and this data can be related to other configurations. Models vary in their type and level of abstraction, but there is no meaning, understanding, or interpretation without models.


  Let me return to the example of the literary strands in Genesis. Without a model of literary composition, the methods of source criticism yield only a number of literary discrepancies – that the style of Genesis 1 is different from Genesis 2 and their content is contradictory, that the name of God varies from passage to passage, that the text is needlessly repetitive. However, the relevance of these discrepancies, and the relationship of the discrepancies one to another, or to literary strands, cannot be established. Only when the discrepancies are organized according to a model, such as the documentary hypothesis, can the data make sense. According to the documentary hypothesis, the data resulting from source criticism can be explained in terms of three literary strands that were written over several centuries and edited together. Alternative models, however, would interpret the same data differently, as recent challenges to the documentary hypothesis attest (Rendtorff).


  Although the above example is illustrative of the function of models, it might present an unrealistic possibility: the use of methods without models. “The hard fact is that we do not have the choice of whether we will use models or not. Our choice, rather, lies in deciding whether to use them consciously or unconsciously” (Carney: 5). Most models that we use are unconscious. We have either inherited them along with our cultural perception of reality, or we have learned and embraced them as dogma, no longer recognizing them as models. These models, as long as they remain unconscious, restrict the scope of interpretation. They do not allow the interpreter to explore alternative perceptions of reality. Conscious models, on the other hand, free the interpreter from the constraints of his or her own cultural perceptions. Through the conscious use of models, the interpreter is able to perceive the data in new ways, enabling the data to give rise to new meaning.


  The dilemma for readers interested in Israel’s relationship with its environment is this: The dominant models of biblical interpretation have not had as their purpose the investigation of this relationship, and so exclude relevant data from interpretation. Because the role played by the natural world in the religion and culture of Israel has long been neglected by biblical scholars, the models constructed by biblical scholars have not included nature as a significant variable. These models are history-oriented, emphasizing God’s activity in human affairs. New models of interpretation are thus needed. In this chapter I will present three models of interpretation, each representing a different level of abstraction, which give explicit attention to the relationship between ancient Israel and its environment.


  A Model of Human-Environment Relations


  In order to understand ancient Israel’s relationship with its physical environment, we need to construct an ecological model that can incorporate the complex interaction between human society and the natural world. The building of such a model, however, has proved to be difficult (Ellen presents a thorough discussion of the merits and failures of various approaches). Early studies of ecology argued for an environmental determinism or an environmental possibilism. Whereas adherents to the former theory claimed that a society’s cultural makeup is attributable to its geography and climate – that is, culture is determined by environment – adherents to the latter theory successfully demonstrated that the environment limits but does not determine cultural development. Julian Steward offered a mediating position by arguing that human societies are adaptations to their environment. The purpose of “cultural ecology” is thus “to ascertain whether the adjustments of human societies to their environments require particular modes of behavior or whether they permit latitude for a certain range of possible behavior patterns” (36; cf. Sahlins).1


  None of these approaches to ecology is adequate. Environmental determinists were only able to highlight correlations between variables of environmental configurations and human societies (such as the correlation between mean annual rainfall and population density). But they were unable to demonstrate a direct causal connection in this correlation. Because of the complexity of environmental and human systems, “simple uni-directional causal processes seldom occur in human environmental relations” (Ellen: 20). Possibilists, on the other hand, gave too little weight to the impact of the environment on human societies. They assumed that culture was sui generis, and that the immediate cause of all cultural phenomena were other cultural phenomena. However, in acknowledging that the environment limits human society, they failed to recognize that the environment thereby helps to determine the outcome of social development. Possibilism turns out to be the inverted formulation of environmental determinism. Steward’s cultural ecology is similarly problematic. Although he emphasized the interaction of human societies and the environment, he assumed a causal correlation between them that could not be demonstrated. Each of these causal theories has failed because in addition to the large number of variables in the interaction between human society and the environment, it must also incorporate the dynamics of human choice which are not always under the control of systemic processes. As a result, recent studies in ecology have refrained from attributing causality to environmental or social configurations. Ecology can only provide a frame of reference, a model, for studying specific aspects of the human-environment interaction, and integrating those studies with one another. It cannot offer an all-encompassing theory of social formation (Ellen: 275-77).


  Although ecology cannot offer a general theory explaining the development of Israelite religion and culture, it can provide an appropriate frame of reference for studying ancient Israel’s relationship with its environment. In the Introduction I outlined three areas of investigation for understanding the ecology of Israel: The impact of the Israelites on their environment, the influence of the environment on the development of Israelite religion and culture, and Israelite attitudes toward nature. Each of these areas of investigation is sufficiently complex to require a distinct study, including the use of numerous ecological models. In this book I will specifically address the third area, and will employ two complementary models for this task. Nevertheless, ecology can also offer an overarching model that defines the interrelationship between these areas of investigation, and places each of these areas within its broader ecological context. Such a model is diagrammed in figure 1 (adapted from Bennett: 38).


  [image: fig1]This model of human-environment relations is based on two major premises. First, humans are the major agents of change in both the environment and society, and that this change is motivated by sui generis, that is, uniquely human and unpredictable, forces. This premise is based on the observation that the current environmental crisis has resulted from the human capacity to exploit the environment beyond natural constraints. Humans are able to transform nature into energy at exponential rates and to produce goods of symbolic value with no biological necessity (Bennett: 40-49). Second, the natural world is increasingly incorporated into human affairs. Everywhere humans travel on this planet, they claim the natural world as part of their domain. “Humans are constantly engaged in seizing natural phenomena, converting them into cultural objects, and reinterpreting them with cultural ideas” (Bennett: 4). Consider, for example, our national parks. They represent our federal government’s attempt to preserve selected regions of our natural heritage. They are areas of nature, but they have been wholly incorporated into our culture. They are our parks, icons of our heritage. The parks themselves are human conventions. They are defined by humans, often ignoring ecological boundaries, and managed by humans. Humans are unable to exist in nature without altering and making it their own.


  Because of the determinative role that humans play in their relationship with the environment, the ecological model of this relationship emphasizes humankind’s use of the natural world. The basic component of this model is humankind’s transformation of the physical environment into natural resources that can be used to produce both energy and goods. This unique capacity of humans highlights how our relationship to the environment differs from that of other species. Only humans can conceptualize elements of the physical environment as natural resources, and place symbolic value on those resources according to what can be produced from them.


  The other major components of the model are technology, social system, and worldview. Technology and social system function as instrumentalities. They are the means by which humans produce energy and goods. Technology, of course, refers to the tools and machines that we use to transform the physical environment into resources. But technology is not sufficient in itself to effect this transformation. “In order to produce goods the society must be mobilized in a certain manner. An adequate population base must be present, labor must be supplied, and talents must be recognized and employed” (Bennett: 51). As a component of this model, the social system represents primarily the population of the society, its differentiation into professions and classes, the channels of interaction among the members of the society, and the structures and vehicles of power. Finally, the worldview component in this model encompasses the dynamics of human choice. Technology and the social system do not act on the environment according to determinate patterns. They are affected by human choice that is an unpredictable variable. Human choice in turn is influenced by value preferences that define the reasons for acting, by desires of the people involved, and by the purposes that have been defined for the actions. Worldview represents the mental functioning that directs human actions.


  The lines and arrows of the model represent the interrelationships among the components. They represent lines of influence and causality. Some of the lines point in only one direction, indicating direct, unilateral influence. For example, technology affects the physical environment, but not vice versa. Technology, social system, and worldview, however, are joined by double-arrow lines that indicate that these components have a reciprocal relationship. A people’s worldview both shapes and is shaped by its social system and technology. Similarly, the use of technology is limited by the social configuration, whereas the complexity of social system itself is dependent upon the level of technology. The two longer lines represent the major feedback loops in the system. The production of energy and goods impacts the physical environment (feedback loop 1) and influences the worldview, social system, and technology of the people (feedback loop 2). Although feedback of this type generally serves to regulate an ecosystem, in human ecosystems this feedback has been unable historically to prevent human abuse and overuse of the physical environment. As a result, humans have introduced artificial means of regulation (formal controls), such as environmental protection laws, in order to preserve the environment and so protect their capacity to maintain their standard of living.


  Although this generalized model of human-environment relations is inadequate for investigating the ecology of ancient Israel, other than at the most abstract level, it does underscore the systemic interrelationship between the diverse components of this ecology. In particular, it emphasizes the interrelationship between the Israelites’ impact on their environment (feedback loop 1), the development of their religion and culture (feedback loop 2), and their values toward the environment (worldview). On the one hand, the Israelites’ production of energy and goods both influenced the development of their religion and culture, and impacted their environment. On the other hand, the Israelites’ capacity to produce energy and goods was determined by their level of culture (social system and technology) and the condition of the physical environment. As a result, the Israelites’ production of energy and goods might have impacted the environment in such a way (e.g., through deforestation and topsoil erosion) that they were unable to maintain their social system without the development of new technologies, which in turn might have further adversely impacted the environment. Or, their impact on the environment (e.g., through soil conservation) might have enabled the Israelites to produce more energy and goods, and so fostered further cultural development.


  In the interaction between the Israelites and their environment, the Israelites’ worldview would also have played a determining role. According to the model of human-environment relations, their worldview would have been influenced by the level of culture that results from the production of energy and goods, and would in turn have influenced the society’s use of technology on the physical environment. An integral component of the Israelites’ worldview was their values toward nature. Although these values could have been ignored, they would ideally have governed the Israelites’ actions toward their environment. If the Israelites valued the natural world as an exploitable resource, for example, their actions might have been directed toward increasing the production of energy and goods with little attention to their impact on the environment (unless, of course, their impact on the environment directly threatened their capacity for further production of energy and goods). Their actions might have been directed differently – toward maintaining their existence by adapting their society to the environment – if the Israelites valued nature as an unpredictable power to which they were subjugated, or as a replication of their society. In either case, the ancient Israelites’ interaction with their environment would have further shaped their values toward the natural world by reinforcing, modifying, or causing a reevaluation of those values. The ancient Israelites’ worldview and values toward nature thus served a strategic role in defining their relationship with their environment.


  A Model of Worldviews


  Because of the complexity of the ecology of ancient Israel, our investigation will be limited to only one component of this ecology: the ancient Israelites’ worldview and their values toward the natural world which were rooted in it. However, as the model of human-environment relations illustrates, the Israelites’ worldview cannot be treated in isolation, for it was interrelated with the other segments of Israel’s ecology. The Israelites’ worldview contributed to the formation of their social system and their production of goods and energy, but it was also dependent upon both their social and physical environments. Our investigation of the Israelites’ worldview, therefore, must also take into account its ecological context.


  Worldview and the Environment


  As discussed above, a worldview encompasses the mental functioning that directs human actions. It is the mental basis for human interaction with the social and physical environments. But a worldview also represents a perception of those environments. It is a view of the world, a way of looking at reality.2 “It consists of basic assumptions and images” – derived from the social and physical environments – “that provide a more or less coherent, though not necessarily accurate, way of thinking about the world” (Kearney: 45). A people’s worldview shapes and is shaped by their social and physical environments. A model that highlights these worldview dynamics is diagrammed in figure 2 (Kearney: 120). Similar to the model of human-environment relations, this model emphasizes the interdependence of a worldview and its social and physical environments. Unlike that model, however, this model stresses and gives definition to the strategic role that worldview plays in this interrelationship.
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  According to this model, a worldview is a perception of the environment – both social and physical. Human existence is not lived out in a vacuum but within particular social and physical environments. The ancient Israelites, for example, lived along the eastern Mediterranean sea, between the dominant empires of Egypt and Mesopotamia. Situated along the major east-west trade corridor, the Israelites were the recipients of both the cultural exchange with and the imperialistic ambitions of their powerful neighbors. Yet their land itself was geographically less conducive to supporting life and fostering civilization than the great river valleys of Egypt and Mesopotamia. Surrounded by desert on the east and the south and by the Mediterranean sea on the west, the narrow stretch of land inhabited by the Israelites represented a wide diversity of ecological niches which made widespread exploitation of the land difficult. Each subregion posed its own possibilities and challenges for agricultural use (Hopkins, 1985: 55-75). The terrain was dominated by rugged hill country, requiring extensive labor for subsistence. Moreover, the land contained few perennial water supplies so that the Israelites were dependent upon the winter rains to supply the precipitation needed for their agriculture and vegetation to flourish. The basic social unit of the society was the nuclear family that was replicated at all levels of the society – the clan (village), the tribe (region), the people (nation). Although some families provided for their subsistence through industries and crafts, most families maintained their existence through cultivating the land and raising sheep and goats. The ancient Israelites could not have lived within this social and physical environment without being affected by it. This total environment determined all their sensory perceptions (the Israelites’ sensory perceptions would be different from those of middle-class families in the United States, for example). It would have shaped the way they think about themselves and their neighbors. It would have shaped their actions and their values. It would have shaped the way that they perceived the world – that is, their worldview.


  A people’s worldview in turn shapes their environment in two ways. The first way is through the people’s actions – discussed in relation to the model of human-environment relations – that have a direct effect on the environment. The second, more indirect way is through the generation of cultural symbols and projective systems that are reified as aspects of the environment. Take God, for example. What is God like? If God is absolute (the claim made by all monotheistic religions), then God is beyond comprehension. Yet we want to say something about God, so we employ metaphors such as God is a father. We create a mental image of God to which we can relate. However, when we naively assume that God really is a father – a male individual who has fathered a child – we have reified our mental image. We have assumed this type of God to be an aspect of the real world, when in actuality he (the fathering-male-God) is dependent upon our perception of the world. Through this process of reification, the Israelites’ assumed much of the content and structure of their religion, myths, and folklore were real aspects of their environment. These reifications also modified the Israelites’ perception of their environment, giving rise to new actions and reifications that further affected the environment.


  The unknown variables in this model of worldview dynamics are the outside sources of change that might affect the environment. These include all aspects of change that are not a regular part of the environment, such as the invasion of enemy peoples, the exploitation of the land by foreigners, natural catastrophes, and diseases. These sources of change have a direct effect on the environment, and, as a result, they correspondingly shape the people’s worldview.


  Worldview Universals


  Although discussion of the ancient Israelites’ worldview occurs somewhat frequently in the scholarly literature – especially when comparing the Israelites to Egyptians, Canaanites, Mesopotamians, or even to modern Westerners – no attention has been given to the cognitive categories that necessarily make up a worldview. This has been particularly problematic because of the comparative nature of much of this discussion. How can the Israelites’ worldview be compared to the worldview of another people, including our own, if the fundamental categories of comparison – those cognitive categories that are present in all worldviews – are unknown? Without reference to these fundamental categories, we cannot know whether the conceptual patterns (the content of a worldview) we are comparing are similar in kind, or how these conceptual patterns relate to other conceptual patterns. In order to compare worldviews cross-culturally, we must determine the universal cognitive categories that are essential for any worldview. Fortunately for our purposes, investigation has already begun in this area. Michael Kearney has argued persuasively, building on the earlier work of Robert Redfield, that all worldviews must necessarily include the categories of Self, Other, Classification, Relationship, Causality, Space, and Time (65-107).


  [image: fig3]The particular content of these universal categories varies cross-culturally, and is shaped in two ways. First, the perception of the external environment gives rise to assumptions about reality. These assumptions make up the content of the universal categories. Although they are rarely articulated or the subject of reflection, these assumptions generate the ideas, beliefs, and actions of a people. Second, the universal categories are dynamically interrelated so that they serve to bring equilibrium and consistency to the diverse assumptions about reality. “This means that some assumptions and the resultant ideas, beliefs, and actions predicated on them are logically and structurally more compatible than others, and that the entire worldview will ‘strive’ toward maximum logical and structural consistency” (Kearney: 52). As illustrated in figure 3 (Kearney: 106) – the heavy lines indicate direct relationships, and the thin lines indirect relationships – the universal categories and the assumptions that they contain do not vary independently of one another. Assumptions in one category have logical and structural implications for the other categories. Worldview assumptions are thus shaped by the external environment and through logico-structural integration.


  The distinction between the Self (the perceiver of the environment) and the Other (the environment) is fundamental to all worldviews. Yet, how the Self and the Other are understood is culturally specific. In the United States, the majority of the people defined the Self in individual terms. The Self is coterminous with the body, and the individual’s behavior is largely determined by personal goals, though they might overlap with societal goals. Although pervasive throughout western culture, individualism is rare in the history of humankind (Geertz: 225). It is dependent upon a number of factors, including cultural complexity and affluence, which have not characterized most societies (Triandis: 44-45; Kearney: 75-77). The alternative to individualism is collectivism.3 Collectivism is prevalent among people who share a common fate, notably in agricultural societies (Triandis: 70-72). In collectivist societies, including ancient Israel (Robinson: 1936), the people define the Self in collective terms. A person belongs to a group, and his or her identity is embedded in the group (Malina, 1989b: 128-30; Malina and Neyrey: 72-80). In contrast to individualists, therefore, a group-oriented person’s social behavior is largely determined by the goals of the group. Individual desires and values are subordinated to the desires and values of the group.


  [image: fig4]The Other entails all that is not the Self. It is the external environment. Although the Other is the complement to the Self, and thus will exhibit some of the same individualist or collectivist characteristics as the Self, it is rarely well developed. It is often designated by large domains such as the gods, nature, and society. A schematic diagram of the common, though not necessarily universal, domains of the Other is presented in figure 4. These domains represent the Classification universal. Humans have a universal tendency to name objects and to group them together according to common, general characteristics. In many cultures people are grouped according to whether they are male or female. Animals are grouped according to whether they belong to society (pets) or nature (wild animals). Events are attributed to natural or supernatural causes. The ancient Israelites classified their world according to many of these same domains, but like many collectivist cultures, their major contrasting domains for classifying the world were ingroup and outgroup. An ingroup is simply “a group whose norms, goals, and values shape the behavior of its members,” whereas an outgroup is “a group with attributes dissimilar from those of the ingroup, whose goals are unrelated or inconsistent with those of the ingroup, or a group that opposes the realization of ingroup goals” (Triandis: 53). As a result of this type of Classification, the Israelites would have distinguished between our God and their gods, our nature and their nature, our society and their society, our males and females and their males and females.


  Ingroup and outgroup are context specific. In the context of international relations, the ingroup for the ancient Israelites comprised all Israelites in contrast to the nations. But there were also ingroup/outgroup distinctions between the Israelites themselves. Within an inter-Israelite context, an ingroup could have been defined in terms of a family, a village, or a geographical region, a profession such as shepherd or priest, or a class such as landowner or peasant. All other Israelites would have been classified in the outgroup. Moreover, many of these classifications overlap so that each Israelite could have belonged to several ingroups. The identification of the Israelites’ ingroup and outgroup will thus vary according to the specific context in which they are examined.


  Whereas the Classification universal determines how the Self labels and categorizes the Other, the Relationship universal determines how the Self interacts with the Other. The assumptions contained within the Relationship universal define a person’s stance toward the world, and direct a person’s behavior in the world. Three basic types of relationship between the Self and the Other are possible: positive, negative, and neutral. In a positive relationship the Self acts upon, or is dominant over, the Other. A negative relationship, on the other hand, is characterized by the Self’s subordinancy to the Other. Finally, a neutral relationship is expressed as a harmony between the Self and the Other (Kearney: 73).


  Reflecting the logico-structural integration of worldview universals, the specific assumptions of the Relationship universal are formed in relation to the Classification assumptions. The Classification universal defines the Other to which the Self relates. A person might relate to a male differently than to a female, or to nature differently than to society. The Israelites, as with all collectivist cultures, related to ingroup members differently than to outgroup members. They emphasized a harmony with ingroup members, but either a dominance over, or a subordinancy to, outgroup members. Their relationship to nature, society, males, and females depended largely on whether these particular domains were included within the ingroup or the outgroup. Their attitudes toward their own land, for example, differed from their attitudes toward the land of their enemies. A similar difference is detected with regard to their attitudes toward society. Yet once this ingroup/outgroup distinction is taken into account, the Israelites’ attitudes toward nature and society tended to be consistent, even replicating each other. The content of the Relationship universal is thus contingent upon the Classification universal.


  The Relationship universal, which contains assumptions concerning the dynamic interaction between the Self and the Other, gives rise to the notion of causality – assumptions of “an orderly relationship between acts (causes) and desired ends (effects)” (Kearney: 84). The assumptions of Causality are also dependent upon the assumptions of Time and Space, which define the temporal and spatial dimensions in which the Self and the Other interact. Western notions of causality include both personal and natural causality. All persons – humans, but also animals and supernatural beings – are potential agents of change. Our actions in relation to the Other cause direct and indirect effects. I turn a key to open a door lock; I press the brake pedal to make my car stop; I type on a keyboard to write these sentences. Much of the change in our world we attribute to personal agents. But change is also attributed to natural causes, many of which are labeled natural laws. A thunderstorm is explained in terms of atmospheric pressure, convection, and moisture. A dead battery is explained in terms of the law of entropy. The ancient Israelites, in contrast, perceived only personal causality. All change in the world was attributed to personal agents – to either humans (and animals by personification) or the gods (Malina, 1993: 107-10). Natural events, for example, were manifestations of divine activity. Nature was not a causal agent, but rather the effect of divine agency.


  A Model of Value Orientations


  In this book primary attention will be given to the Relationship universal of ancient Israel’s worldview. This is due chiefly to our ecological focus on the Israelites’ values toward the natural world, for these values are most clearly represented by the assumptions of this universal. Nevertheless, because the dimensions of a worldview must be examined within the context of their logico-structural integration, attention will also be given to the other universals and to their effect on the Relationship universal. In order to facilitate our analysis of both the Relationship universal of the Israelites’ worldview and their values toward nature, we will employ the value orientation preference model developed by Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck. This model enables us to systematize the ancient Israelites’ values and the basic assumptions in which they are rooted.


  According to Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck, value orientations are principles that give order and direction to human actions as they relate to solving common human problems. In constructing their model for classifying value orientations, they make three assumptions derived from their empirical investigations: (1) There are a limited number of common human problems to which all people must find some solution. (2) The solutions to these problems are variable within a limited range of possible solutions. (3) All alternative solutions are present in every society, but some solutions are preferred over others (10).


  Of the common human problems that Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck identify, the problem that most concerns us in this book is the relationship between humans and nature.4 This problem is analogous to the Relationship universal that defines the relationship between the Self and the Other. All cultures must find some solution to this problem, regardless of whether the solution is explicitly articulated. The range of possible solutions is defined by three alternatives: subjugation-to-nature, harmony-with-nature, and mastery-over-nature. According to the first alternative, humans feel helpless against nature. Their actions are unable to alter what nature inevitably deals them. According to the second alternative, humans identify with nature. Because there is no real separation between humans and nature, human actions inevitably affect nature and nature determines human character. Moreover, human actions cause consequences in nature that inevitably affect humans. Humans and nature are simply extensions of one another. According to the third alternative, nature is an impersonal object that can be controlled and used by humans. Technology is the key to harnessing the forces of nature. These solutions are summarized in figure 5.
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  In each culture, all of these alternative solutions are present and ranked according to preference. One solution is generally preferred, but the other solutions might be chosen under special circumstances or by subgroups within the culture (differentiated by class, profession, gender). In other words, one solution forms a group’s primary, or first order, value orientation preference. If that solution, however, proves to be ineffectual or inappropriate for the particular circumstances, then the second and third order solutions serve as backup in turn. The dominant first order preference for Westerners, for example, is the mastery-over-nature solution. They will freely employ technologies to use and exploit the natural world for their own purposes. Yet because of the widespread concern over the environmental crisis, these same people often resort to their second order, harmony-with-nature, solution when they conserve water or recycle their wastes. During times of natural catastrophe, such as flood or earthquake, neither of these solutions is appropriate. Falling back on the subjugation-to-nature solution, some people simply resign themselves to accept whatever nature apportions to them.


  Because value orientations are rooted in a worldview, solutions to the human-relationship-to-nature problem reflect the integration of the Relationship and Classification universals. Within collectivist cultures like ancient Israel a group will prefer a different solution in relation to the land of their enemies than to their own land. The land of the ingroup is treated with reverence (harmony-with-nature), whereas the land of the outgroup is treated with contempt (mastery-over-nature). In contrast, peasants own no land and are repeatedly exploited by the land owners. They are powerless before nature, and thus prefer the subjugation-to-nature solution. Similarly, the value orientation preferences of the ancient Israelites were largely dependent upon the ingroup/outgroup divisions of the society, and how the natural world was perceived in relation to the ingroup.


  Our Values Versus Their Values


  Before we turn to investigate the value orientation of the Israelites, it is helpful to first focus on our own value orientation. Without a clear understanding of our own value orientation, we face the twin dangers of ethnocentrism and anachronism. Ethnocentrism is “the judging of all persons in the whole world in terms of one’s own culture on the presumption that, since ‘we’ are by nature human, so if anyone else is human then they should and must be just as we are” (Malina, 1986: 29). Our values with regard to the environment are not necessarily the same values held by the ancient Israelites. By assuming that the people of the Bible thought and behaved like us, we run the risk of reading into the biblical texts our own agenda rather than extracting from the texts their messages. This danger is particularly acute with regard to the human-relationship-to-nature problem, for all humans on the planet today face the challenge of the current environmental crisis. Concern for the state of the environment is therefore widespread. However, if we assume that the ancient Israelites had a similar concern for their environment, we are guilty of anachronism – the judging of persons in the past according to standards only relevant to the present (Hobbs: 210-14). Through ethnocentrism and anachronism we impose our own concerns and standards of behavior on the people of the Bible.


  One illustration of the twin dangers of ethnocentrism and anachronism is the issue of war. In the United States we have a well-defined understanding of war and the conduct of war. For the majority of Americans, war is justified only if it is defensive or responding to some prior aggression. War should be resorted to only after diplomatic solutions fail. War is fought with high-tech weapons, but has specific rules against the use of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons. Civilian populations are not to be targeted, and prisoners should receive humane treatment. Soldiers and officers can thus be guilty of war crimes. These values are generally assumed. If we read the Bible from this perspective, we are naturally disturbed. Repeatedly, the Israelites engage in war, and often it is offensive (the wars of conquest, David’s expansion of the empire). Rarely do they employ diplomacy (compare Jud 11:12-28 for an exception). In some cases God even commands the Israelites to kill all the Canaanites in the land (Deut 20:16-18). Prisoners are often butchered, and a distinction between civilians and soldiers is never made. As interpreted ethnocentrically and anachronistically, either the Bible would be a source of embarrassment for those who are working for peace in our world, or it could even be used to justify our own militaristic actions. The Israelites, however, did not share our values with regard to war, nor did they fight wars like we do. Without first analyzing their values and their practices within their own cultural setting (the topic of another book; see the excellent treatment by Hobbs) and distinguishing them from our own, it is impossible to understand ancient Israel’s view of war. Only then can Israel’s view of war be compared adequately with our own view.


  Readers of the Bible are never free from the dangers of ethnocentrism and anachronism. Nevertheless, by recognizing one’s own value orientation, through the use of a cross-cultural model such as the model of Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck, a reader is in a better position to investigate the culturally-specific value orientation preferences of the ancient Israelites. A reader who is critically self-aware is better able to distinguish between the values latent in the biblical texts and his or her own values. Therefore, take a few minutes to reflect upon and answer the following questions that were designed to make a person’s value orientation explicit (adapted from Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck: 81-89).


  1. At one time a man had a large flock of sheep and goats, but eventually most of them died in different ways. Which response to this situation do you prefer?


  A. You just can’t blame a man when things like this happen. There are so many things that can and do happen, and a man can do almost nothing to prevent such losses when they come. We all have to learn to take the bad with the good.


  B. The sheep and goats died because the man had not lived his life right – had not done things in the right way to keep harmony between himself and the forces of nature (i.e., the ways of nature like the rain, winds, snow, etc.).


  C. It was probably the man’s own fault that he lost so much of his flock. He probably didn’t use his head to prevent the losses. It is usually the case that men who keep up on new ways of doing things, and really set themselves to it, almost always find a way to keep out of such trouble.


  2. How is God related to humankind and to the natural conditions which determine whether the crops and animals live or die?


  A. It is unknown how God will use his power over all the conditions which affect the growth of the crops and animals. It is useless for people to think they can change conditions very much for very long. The best approach is to take conditions as they come and do as well as one can.


  B. God and the people work together all the time; whether the conditions which make the crops and animals grow are good or bad depends upon whether people themselves do all the proper things to keep themselves in harmony with their God and with the forces of nature.


  C. God does not directly use his power to control all the conditions which affect the growth of crops or animals. It is up to the people themselves to figure out the ways conditions change and to try hard to find the ways of controlling them.


  3. There were three men who had fields with crops, but each had a quite different way of planting and taking care of the crops. Which man acted and believed correctly?


  A. One man put in his crops. Afterwards he worked on them sufficiently but did not do more than was necessary to keep them going along. He felt that the success of his crops was dependent upon weather conditions, and that nothing extra that people do could change things very much.


  B. One man put in his crops, worked hard, and also set himself to living right and moral ways. He felt that it is the way a man works and tries to keep himself in harmony with the forces of nature that has the most effect on conditions and the way crops turn out.


  C. One man put in his crops and then worked on them frequently and made use of all the new scientific ideas he could find out about. He felt that by doing this he would in most years prevent many of the effects of bad conditions.


  4. Which response best fits your feelings about the weather and other conditions?


  A. We have never controlled the rain, wind, and other natural conditions and probably never will. There have always been good years and bad years. That is the way it is, and if we are wise we will take it as it comes and do the best we can.


  B. We can ensure beneficial conditions by keeping in close touch will all the forces which make the rain, the snow, and other conditions. It is when we do the right things – live the proper way – and keep all that we have – the land, the stock, and the water – in good condition, that all goes well.


  C. It is our job to find ways to overcome weather and other conditions just as we have overcome so many other things. We believe we will one day succeed in doing this and may even overcome drought and floods.


  5. Which statement best reflects your belief about whether people can do anything to make their lives longer?


  A. I really do not believe that there is much human beings themselves can do to make their lives longer. It is my belief that every person has a set time to live, and when that time comes it just comes.


  B. I believe that there is a plan to life which works to keep all living things moving together, and if people will learn to live their whole lives in accord with that plan, then they will live longer.


  C. It is already true that people like doctors and others are finding the way to add many years to the lives of most people by discovering (finding) new medicines, by studying foods, and doing other such things as exercise and vaccinations. If people will pay attention to all these new things they will almost always live longer.


  If you chose “C” for most of these questions, then you are like most Westerners in giving first order preference to the mastery-over-nature solution. (“A” reflects the subjugation-to-nature solution; “B” reflects the harmony-with-nature solution.) In fact, sociologists have recognized this preference to be a feature of the Dominant Western Worldview. This worldview is represented by the following four assumptions (Catton and Dunlap, 1980: 17-18):


  
    	People are fundamentally different from all other creatures on earth, over which they have dominion.


    	People are masters of their destiny; they can choose their goals and learn to do whatever is necessary to achieve them.


    	The world is vast, and thus provides unlimited opportunities for humans.


    	The history of humanity is one of progress; for every problem there is a solution, and thus progress need never cease.

  


  This dominant worldview, however, has recently been challenged by concern over the current environmental crisis. The frequent attention that the environment receives has served to alter some of these long held assumptions. As a result, sociologists are beginning to recognize the emergence of a paradigm shift, or a shift in value orientation preference, toward a more ecologically sensitive worldview (Catton and Dunlap, 1978, 1980; Blaikie). Humans are still perceived to be exceptional, but it is also acknowledged that we are interdependently involved in a global ecosystem. Humans are no longer considered by many to be exempt from ecological constraints.


  Despite this recent paradigmatic shift caused by concern for the environment, the mastery-over-nature solution to the problem concerning the relationship between humans and nature has not been abandoned. Rather, the incongruities between this solution and the circumstances of the environmental crisis has led many Westerners to try to incorporate their second order preference, the harmony-with-nature solution, with the mastery-over-nature solution. This is borne out in the sociological research by the observation that although there is a high level of environmental concern, there is also considerable confidence that science and technology will be able to solve our ecological problems (Blaikie: 154). If much of the destruction of the environment can be traced to our misuse of technology, then surely the appropriate use of technology can solve the crisis! Our faith in science and technology in the Western world is so predominant that some sociologists do not even entertain the possibility of the subjugation-to-nature solution (Albrecht, Bultena, Hoilberg, and Nowak; Geller and Lasley). Are there any in the United States who would consider themselves to be powerless against nature, unable through science and technology to change their natural circumstances? Perhaps during times of natural catastrophe such as caused by earthquakes, tornadoes, and floods, but these are rare occasions.


  In contrast to our Western cultural preferences, mastery-over-nature was rarely ever a primary value for ancient Israelites. Nature was beyond their control; they either felt subjugated to nature, or linked with nature in a precarious balance.5 A typical exception to this generalization, however, appears to be the king. The writer of Ecclesiastes, for instance, in assuming the role of the king, states: “I made myself gardens and parks, and planted in them all kinds of fruit trees. I made myself pools from which to water the forest of growing trees” (Ecc 2:5-6). Yet the king’s mastery-over-nature preference was rooted in a different worldview than our own. In the ancient Near East, kings served as the regent of the gods. They acted on behalf of the gods, and through their actions they maintained the order and integrity of creation (Frankfort). Israel’s king was no different. As the king constructed parks and gardens, a common task of kings, he acted toward the natural world in the same manner as God who planted the garden of Eden (Verheij: 113-15).


  In the following chapters I will employ this model of value orientation in order to investigate and systematize the ancient Israelites’ values toward the natural world, and thereby contribute toward an ecology of ancient Israel. However, unlike the contemporary cultures for which this model was designed, our investigation of the Israelites’ value orientation is faced with two related problems. An obvious problem is that there are no ancient Israelites around to question. We simply have no way of knowing how the Israelites would have answered the questionnaire listed above. Instead, we must reconstruct their value orientation from diverse sources such as ethnographic data, archaeological evidence, and primarily the biblical texts (although not explicitly articulated, the ancient Israelites’ values are latent in their literature). The second problem is that the Bible presents us with a highly selective view of Israelite culture. Most of the biblical texts, for example, have their origin in learned circles in and around Jerusalem. They represent the beliefs and ideology of the elite and the practitioners of normative (i.e., biblical) Yahwism. All other Israelite voices – the peasants, those practicing non-official forms of Yahwism – are presented only from the perspective of these bearers of the official tradition. The Bible cannot be used for making inclusive claims about ancient Israelites. As a result, our reconstruction by its very nature can only be a generalized abstraction from the available evidence. Nevertheless, I will argue that each of the three solutions to the human-relationship-to-nature problem is reflected in the biblical texts. The different solutions to this problem can be attributed to preferences made by different segments of Israelite society, to ingroup/outgroup relations, and to historical circumstances. Moreover, each of these solutions, I will argue, was rooted in a variation of a single basic worldview. This will enable us to reconstruct at least the full range of the ancient Israelites’ values toward the natural world.


  Notes


  1. Steward’s “cultural ecology” has been applied to the study of religions by Hultkrantz. See also the critique by Bjerke.


  2. Although worldview emphasizes the visual perception of the environment, all sensory contact with the environment is included.


  3. The dichotomy between individualism and collectivism represents an etic model that does not take into account cultural variations (Triandis: 43-44; Schwartz; Triandis). Nevertheless, it serves as an appropriate model for distinguishing between modern Western and ancient Israelite views of the self.


  4. Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck identify five problems that all humans at all times have had to find some solution. In addition to the relationship between humans and nature, these problems include the character of innate human nature (good, evil, mixture), the temporal focus of life (past, present, future), the modality of human activity (being, being-in-becoming, doing), and the modality of human relationships (collateral, lineal, individual). These problems are complementary to, and represent a different level of abstraction from, the worldview universals.


  5. Although the Israelites did employ a variety of technologies in order to survive in an often hostile environment (Hopkins, 1987) – most notably, agricultural terracing and the hewing out of limestone cisterns--these technologies were not the means by which they could manipulate their environment beyond its natural limits. Their use of technology was not intended to overcome the ecological constraints of their environment, but rather to enable them to subsist in that environment. The use of technology in itself does not necessitate a mastery-over-nature solution to the human-relationship-to-nature problem. All cultures must include some utilitarian attitude toward nature, expressed through technologies, in order to survive in the natural world (Kay, 1985: 128).


  



  Chapter Two


  Creation in the Ancient Near East


  Metaphors, Myths, and Scenarios


  Nowhere in the Bible is the worldview of the ancient Israelites or their values toward nature explicitly laid out. This is not surprising. Ancient Israel was what Edward Hall has characterized as a high context society. In high context societies a rich common culture is assumed by all the members of the society, and the identity of individual members is defined in terms of that culture. Moreover, because the society is based upon a common culture, each individual requires an adequate understanding of that culture in order to function well within the society. Low context societies like the United States, in contrast, require little knowledge of culture in order for their members to get along, nor does culture play a determinative role in forming individual identity. According to a common axiom, the United States is not a society based on humans, i.e. culture, but on laws. A member of any other society can function well in the United States by simply adhering to minimal legal restrictions (91-101).


  This distinction between low and high context societies provides a helpful model for understanding the type of texts each society produces. On the one hand, low context societies tend to produce very detailed texts. Because little culture is shared among its members, texts written for low context audiences must describe in detail all the relevant cultural features that are necessary to understand the text. The texts produced by high context societies, on the other hand, frequently lack this detail. They are written by insiders for insiders, and so most aspects of culture can be assumed. All the members of the society have been socialized into shared ways of perceiving and acting. Therefore, high context audiences do not need to be instructed in the culture because they are already intimately familiar with it (Malina, 1991: 19-20). Such instruction, in fact, would be considered an insult, for it would challenge an audience’s identification with its own culture, thus insinuating that they were outsiders.


  The Bible was produced by a high context society for high context readers. It assumes a rich culture that the biblical writers felt no need to describe. It is not surprising, then, that the Bible lacks any explicit articulation of the Israelites’ worldview and values toward the natural world. Their worldview and values were simply assumed by all members of the society; they formed the presupposition of the biblical writers rather than the subject of their discourse. Consequently, we cannot expect to discover their worldview and values from a low context reading of the biblical texts.


  If we hope to glean their unexpressed worldview and values from the biblical texts, then we must become acquainted with the ancient Israelite culture that is assumed by the texts. In other words, we must read the Bible from the high context perspective in which it was written. Fortunately for our purposes, the biblical texts themselves contain clues in the form of metaphor and myth that help to reveal the relevant aspects of ancient Israel’s culture.


  Metaphors


  A metaphor can be defined as the juxtaposition of two frames of reference – a source domain and a target domain – such that an open-ended analogy is produced (Barbour: 12-14).1 The source domain is familiar and often concrete, and if communication is to be successful, both the sender and the receiver need to be able to conceptualize this domain readily. The target domain, on the other hand, is typically either an abstract concept from the mental or social world, or an unknown element from the physical world. The target domain becomes accessible by mapping the source domain onto it (Quinn: 57). In other words, the familiar features and relations of the source domain are transferred to the intangible target domain.


  As an example, consider the common metaphor that marriage is like a project at which both partners must work. Marriage in this context is the target domain. It is an abstract concept that is difficult to comprehend apart from concrete representations. Therefore, we apply to it a source domain that is readily understandable. We know what it is like to work on a project: We must plan out the project, gather the necessary resources, and above all put out the effort to complete the project. Similarly, a marriage does not simply happen. A couple must plan their marriage and lives together; they must secure necessary resources such as jobs and a home; and they must expend energy to ensure the success of their marriage. The metaphor of a work project thus defines and gives meaning to the otherwise intangible concept of marriage.


  Also consider the common Christian metaphor of God the father. In this metaphor “father” is the source domain and “God” is the target domain. All of us know what a father is like, either from direct experience, or from the report of others, and we have undoubtedly formulated an opinion about what a father should be like. However, we do not know directly what God is like. We cannot see God. We cannot touch God. We cannot conclusively identify the actions of God. The idea of God is simply an abstraction that designates the ultimate concern that forms the ground or basis of our existence (Tillich: 44-48). Nevertheless, by mapping the well-known source domain onto God through the use of metaphor, we are able to communicate something about what God is like, namely, that God is like a father.


  From this example, several characteristics of metaphors can be delineated. First and foremost, metaphors are not literally true. In terms of our example, God is not literally a father. The two domains of the metaphor cannot be equated, for there is instead an analogous relationship between them. That is, the two domains are similar in some respects, but dissimilar in other respects. God is like a father in that God is one who protects, disciplines, and provides for humankind. But God is not like a father in that God does not father offspring, nor are human fathers like God when they abuse their children or abandon their families.


  A second characteristic of metaphors is that they are open-ended. The analogy produced by a metaphor cannot be reduced to a set of equivalent literal expressions. The correspondence between the two domains cannot be paraphrased exactly. “No limits can be set as to how far the comparison might be extended; it cannot be paraphrased because it has an unspecifiable number of potentialities for articulation” (Barbour: 14). Thus the metaphor of God the father, for example, cannot be replaced by an exhaustive list of statements detailing how God is like a father. It rather invites the reader to explore the various ways in which God resembles a father without predetermining the number and nature of those similarities.


  This potential for new insight that is inherent in metaphors has led some to suggest that metaphors actually reorganize thinking by providing new entailments and new inferences (Ferré; Lakoff and Johnson). Although metaphors can and do function in this way, this is the exception rather than the rule. This leads to the third, and for our purposes the most important, characteristic of metaphors, namely, that metaphors are culturally based (Jacobsen, 1973: 275). Rather than being productive of new understandings, metaphors are ordinarily constrained by existing cultural understandings. In other words, the selection of metaphors is a feature of culture. Metaphors are chosen to make a point that the sender of the communication already has in mind.


  Let us explore this aspect of metaphors further. Metaphors are used in order to clarify, describe, or illuminate some target domain. Although the target domain is intangible, it is not unknowable. Typically, there is already a preexistent and culturally shared understanding of reality underlying the target domain. One metaphor is then chosen over another because it more readily maps into that cultural understanding. Why is God referred to as a father and not as a tyrant? The absolute power exercised by a tyrant is indeed similar in kind to God’s absolute power. Nevertheless, the Christian tradition has not found the tyrant to be a suitable metaphor for God. Why? The answer is that Christians already have a culturally shared perception of what God is like, and the metaphor of father more readily fits this understanding (Quinn). Because metaphors express cultural understandings, they can thus serve as clues to the culture.


  Metaphors vary in their magnitude and in their dimension. The source domain, for instance, can be limited to one word, such as “father,” or it can consist of an elaborate narrative. Metaphors also can be multidimensional in that they can be composed of other metaphors. The result is often an intertwined web of metaphors that serves as the source domain for a complex extended metaphor. Such metaphors are generally in narrative form, and are traditionally referred to as myths. Myth is thus closely related to metaphor.


  Myths and Scenarios


  In contrast to metaphor, the definition of myth is problematic. Not only is there disagreement among specialists over the essential character of myths – for example, whether they have a formal or a functional character – but there is also little consensus over what constitutes a myth (Honko; Rogerson, 1984; Oden, 1987: 52-57). This is especially true with regard to the presence of myths in the Bible (Rogerson, 1974; Oden, 1987: 40-52). Whether or not the stories in the Bible can be classified as myth depends in large part on how myth itself is defined. Traditionally, myth has been defined as stories about the gods or as stories about world origins. Following this definition, myth can be found in the Bible only, if at all, in the opening chapters of Genesis. But as demonstrated by recent comparative studies, these definitions are clearly too narrow to account for the numerous and diverse myths attested throughout the world (O’Flaherty: 25-43). The following is a more appropriate, albeit cumbersome, definition of myth:


  A myth is a story that is sacred to and shared by a group of people who find their most important meanings in it; it is a story believed to have been composed in the past about an event in the past, or, more rarely, in the future, an event that continues to have meaning in the present because it is remembered; it is a story that is part of a larger group of stories (O’Flaherty: 27).


  According to this definition, which is used in this book, many of the biblical stories should be included under the category of myth.


  Myths play a significant role in the personal and corporate life of each culture; they serve a wide range of psychological and social functions. The myths in the Bible are no different. Our focus, however, is not on their function within the ancient Israelite culture, but rather on their metaphorical character. Like all myths, the biblical myths are composed of numerous metaphors, and many of the myths even function as extended metaphors. As a result, myths, like the metaphors from which they are built, are culturally based. Myths are simply narrative elaborations of culturally shared perceptions of reality. The biblical myths, then, serve as further clues to uncovering the culture of ancient Israel. By giving close attention to these metaphors and myths, we are able to penetrate the high context society of ancient Israel, and thus begin to discern the worldview and values of the biblical writers.


  Although metaphors and myths allow us to bridge the gap between our low context reading practices and the high context documents of the Bible, they do not do so unambiguously. The dangers of ethnocentrism and anachronism are ever present. For example, in our metaphor of God the father, the modern reader of the gospels might interpret this metaphor from the perspective of his or her own experience of a father rather than from the perspective of what fathers were like in first century Palestine. This latter perspective, of course, was the perspective of Jesus who most profoundly developed this metaphor. Both perspectives might in fact inform us about God, but only the latter perspective will disclose what the gospel writers intended to communicate. A metaphor is only able to communicate if both the sender and the receiver share a similar understanding of the source domain.


  Recent research into reading comprehension suggests that people generally read and think by calling to mind a succession of mental images or scenarios (Malina, 1991: 12-17; Pennington and Hastie). These scenarios, which have their basis in culture, are then mapped onto a text producing a culturally determined grid for understanding the text. Communication occurs when the author and the readers share similar scenarios. When the readers do not share the author’s scenarios, either through misdirection by the author, or the readers’ unfamiliarity with the content of the text, misunderstanding ensues. The author of a text will often provide the readers with hints that signal the proper scenarios. It is the responsibility of readers to call to mind these scenarios if they want to understand what the author intends to communicate. With regard to the previous discussion concerning metaphors, these scenarios are analogous to the culturally shared understandings on which metaphors are based. Therefore, if we hope to avoid the dangers of ethnocentrism and anachronism, the metaphors and myths of the Bible must be read in light of scenarios appropriate to the culture of ancient Israel rather than our own.


  Creation myths and metaphors provide the key to ascertaining the ancient Israelites’ worldview and values toward nature. These myths describe God’s activity in and on behalf of the world and the product of that activity. They reveal the ancient Israelites’ assumptions concerning the triangular relationship between humans, God, and the natural world – that is, the primary assumptions of the Classification and Relationship universals – by answering the most basic human questions: Who am I? How do I fit into the worlds of society and nature? How should I live? In many ancient and modern cultures, including the culture of ancient Israel, reality is perceived as a whole; everything fits together in some way. Creation myths are the vehicle by which the diverse parts of reality – the status of humankind, the structures of society and nature, and the relationship of humankind to the natural world – are integrated into the whole. In particular, creation myths proclaim a central absolute (i.e. independent) reality, such as the gods or some other primal force, and describe its relation to all other, relative (i.e. dependent) realities. Around this central reality creation myths construct the basic structure of all cultural values (Sproul: 1-30; Lovin and Reynolds: 1-8).


  In order to understand these myths, and the metaphors they embody, as clues to the cultural values of ancient Israel, however, we must reconstruct the culturally shared perception of reality on which these myths and metaphors are based. We must acquire the appropriate scenarios for reading these myths. From the biblical texts alone, it would be difficult, if not impossible, to reconstruct the proper scenarios or cultural understandings for adequately interpreting creation in the Bible. Too much information is assumed, and the biblical data are too fragmentary. Fortunately, we are aided by numerous creation myths from the cultures surrounding ancient Israel. These myths prove invaluable for providing the appropriate scenarios for understanding creation in the Bible because Israel shared many of the basic cultural values of its ancient Near Eastern neighbors. In the remainder of this chapter we will survey the wide variety of creation myths from Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Canaan. Through the cross-cultural comparison of these myths, we will be able to reconstruct an ancient Near Eastern creation model that underlies also the Bible’s creation metaphors and myths. This model will then be used to elucidate the worldview of the biblical writers.


  Creation myths in the ancient Near East are as diverse as they are numerous. They range from accounts detailing the construction of the world to those that describe the creation of the pickax. In the following discussion I will focus on the metaphors embedded in the myths of both world and human creation. This is due in part to the desire to be as inclusive as possible, but also due to the fact that myths of human creation are often inseparable from myths of world creation. Contrary to the common assumption (see Westermann, 1984: 22-25), “no good evidence exists for the view that there were two distinct traditions of creation, one of creation of the world and the other of creation of human beings” (Clifford and Collins: 8). Nevertheless, it is convenient for strictly analytical purposes to categorize these myths into the two groups of world and human creation.


  Mesopotamia


  Myths of World Creation


  From the first great culture of Mesopotamia, the Sumerians, no myth of world creation has survived. However, there are a few scattered references in other texts that make allusion to this creation, especially in their introductions where Sumerian scribes were accustomed to adding a few lines dealing with creation. In the epic tale entitled Gilgamesh, Enkidu, and the Nether World, for example, the first intelligible lines of the introduction read as follows:


  After heaven had been moved away from earth,


  After earth had been separated from heaven,


  After the name of man had been fixed;


  After An had carried off heaven,


  After Enlil had carried off earth,


  After (the earth) had been presented as dowry to Ereshkigal in the nether world . . .2 (Kramer: 37).


  The introduction continues by telling how Enki, the god of the sweet waters, sets out to attack Kur, but for what reason, the text does not indicate. According to this brief account, the creation of the world involves the separating of the united heaven and earth, and the dividing of the respective gods of the heaven and the earth. A further detail is given in the introduction to The Creation of the Pickax; it was Enlil, the god of the air, who separates the heaven and the earth (Kramer: 39-41).


  In turning our attention to the heirs of the Sumerian culture, the Babylonians and the Assyrians, the myths of world creation become more plentiful and detailed. The most elaborate of these creation myths is frequently entitled the Babylonian Creation Epic, or more accurately, the Enuma Elish, the traditional title based on the first two words of the myth. Although the myth ostensibly describes how Marduk, the chief god of Babylon, rose to prominence among the gods and established monarchy (Jacobsen, 1976: 167-91), it also details his construction and organization of the world and the creation of humankind. Before we examine the myth, however, a helpful distinction needs to be made between the macrocosm and the microcosm. The macrocosm is the transcendent world of the gods that underlies and supports the microcosm. It may be eternal, or it might emerge from some preexistent state, such as water. The microcosm is best equated with the known world. This is the world of humans, animals, plants, birds, fish, but also of the sun, moon, and stars. It is the physical world that mirrors or replicates the world of the gods.


  The Enuma Elish begins by describing the primordial state of the macrocosm, before the birth of the gods, when there existed only the two primal forces: Apsu, the fresh water, and Tiamat, the salt water.


  When skies above were not yet named


  Nor earth below pronounced by name,


  Apsu, the first one, their begetter


  And maker Tiamat, who bore them all,


  Had mixed their waters together,


  But had not formed pastures, nor discovered reed-beds;


  When yet no gods were manifest,


  Nor names pronounced, nor destinies decreed,


  Then gods were born within them (Dalley: 231).


  From the intermingling of Apsu and Tiamat four generations of gods are born – Lahmu and Lahamu (the silt of an alluvial plain), Anshar and Kishar (the horizons of heaven and earth), Anu (the sky), and Ea (the subterranean fresh water) – each more prominent than its predecessor. These younger gods then gather together to play and dance, but the clamor of their moving about disturbs the rest of their inert parents. Tiamat, the patient mother, is able to indulge their behavior, but Apsu can tolerate it no longer. Apsu thus sets plans to kill the younger gods to restore his rest. Word of Apsu’s plot, however, is relayed to the other gods who are shocked into silence, except for Ea who through his superior wisdom devises a scheme to overcome Apsu. By reciting a sleeping spell, Ea subdues Apsu and kills him. After taking the symbols of Apsu’s authority for himself, Ea builds his dwelling on top of the Apsu, that is, the subterranean waters. Ea and his spouse Damkina then give birth to Marduk (the storm) who is majestic in form and superior to all the other gods in every way.


  Although the gods have been spared the wrath of Apsu, peace does not prevail. Tiamat is continuously disturbed by the commotion of the young gods.


  Anu created the four winds and gave them birth,


  Put them in Marduk’s hand, ‘My son, let them play!’


  He fashioned dust and made the whirlwind carry it;


  He made the flood-wave and stirred up Tiamat.


  Tiamat was stirred up, and heaved restlessly day and night (Dalley: 236).


  Other, lesser gods are disturbed as well, and they begin to complain to Tiamat: How can Tiamat remain idle as her children, who killed Apsu her lover, intentionally disturb her rest? Their complaint works. Tiamat is incited to destroy her own children. First, she creates a group of horrible monsters, the sight of which is terrifying enough to repel all who look upon them. Then she promotes Kingu to be commander over her army, and gives him the Tablet of Destinies ensuring that his word will be law. When the younger gods discover Tiamat’s plan, they are terrified. Neither Ea nor Anu has the power to resist her assault. Only the incomparable Marduk is able to rival Tiamat.


  Anshar, on behalf of the assembly of gods, requests that Marduk act as their champion and defeat Tiamat. Marduk agrees to the task, but only on the condition that if he is victorious, he will rule over the other gods. With the threat of Tiamat at hand, the gods have little choice in the matter, and so consent to Marduk’s arrangement, hailing him as king in anticipation of his victory. Gathering together the typical weapons of a storm-god, Marduk marches out to meet Tiamat with lightning before him and seven winds behind him.


  Face to face they came, Tiamat and Marduk, sage of the gods.


  They engaged in combat, they closed for battle.


  The Lord spread his net and made it encircle her,


  To her face he dispatched the imhullu-wind,3 which had been behind:


  Tiamat opened her mouth to swallow it,


  And he forced in the imhullu-wind so that she could not close her lips.


  Fierce winds distend her belly;


  Her insides were constipated and she stretched her mouth wide.


  He shot an arrow which pierced her belly,


  Split her down the middle and slit her heart,


  Vanquished her and extinguished her life.


  He threw down her corpse and stood on top of her (Dalley: 253).


  Upon the defeat of Tiamat, her army scatters. Marduk captures Kingu and takes from him the Tablet of Destinies. The macrocosm is secured.


  At this point in the myth the actual construction of the microcosm is described. After scattering his enemies, Marduk returns to inspect the corpse of Tiamat.


  He divided the monstrous shape and created marvels from it.


  He sliced her in half like a fish for drying:


  Half of her he put up to roof the sky,


  Drew a bolt across and made a guard hold it.


  Her waters he arranged so that they could not escape (Dalley: 255).


  In the heavens, directly above Ea’s dwelling on the Apsu, Marduk builds the temple Esharra according to the same plans as Ea’s temple. He then arranges stations in the heavens for the gods to serve as the stars, moon, and sun, and makes them responsible for signaling the days, months, and years. The rest of Marduk’s creation focuses on the terrestrial realm. Although the tablet is damaged, the basic outline can be discerned. Marduk takes the spittle of Tiamat and forms it into clouds. He creates rain and places it under his own control. He heaps up mountains on her head and on her udder, stopping up her bodily portals. These serve as pillars to hold up the roof of the sky. He then bores through the mountains in order to release the Tigris and the Euphrates from her eyes. Finally, he stretches her tail across the sky to form the Milky Way (Pritchard: 501-2; Dalley: 256-57). After completing the creation of the microcosm, Marduk hands over the Tablet of Destinies to his grandfather Anu, and all the gods rejoice and proclaim him “King of the gods of heaven and earth.”


  For his first act as king of all the gods, Marduk commands that a temple be built for him on the earth between the subterranean Apsu and his temple Esharra in heaven. In this temple Marduk will establish his cult center and display his kingship. This new temple will be called Babylon, and it will serve as a resting place for all the gods as they travel between the earth and heaven. The remaining feature of the myth that concerns us focuses on Marduk’s creation of humans, but we will return to this later.


  According to the Enuma Elish, Marduk created the world from the slain body of Tiamat. The act of creation consisted of splitting and arranging the corpse of Tiamat and controlling the flow of the waters that surge from her body. The Babylonians thus conceived of water as the primal substance of the world (compare the similar assessment of the biblical cosmology by Frymer-Kensky, 1987a: 232-35). Life in this world became possible when primal water was controlled and restricted within boundaries.


  A similar notion of creation is found in a Neo-Babylonian inscription discovered in the ruins of the ancient city of Sippar. After listing all that did not exist, as in the opening of the Enuma Elish, the text states that all the lands were a sea with a mighty spring gushing up from its midst. Then the beginning of Marduk’s creation is described:


  Marduk constructed a reed frame on the face of the waters;


  He created dirt and poured it out by the reed frame (Heidel: 62).


  The text continues by describing the rest of the creative acts of Marduk. Like creation in the Enuma Elish, this text portrays the emergence of land out of the waters. But the similarities go much deeper. In the Enuma Elish land began to emerge with the birth of Lahmu and Lahamu, the silt, from the primal waters of Apsu and Tiamat. Not until Marduk defeated Tiamat, however, did the land become secure as Marduk separated it from the threatening waters. This myth is rooted in Mesopotamian geography. The great Mesopotamian rivers, the Tigris and Euphrates, emptied into an alluvial plain in which new land was continually being formed by the silt carried down by the rivers. The emergence of new land in the alluvial plain became the model by which some Babylonians described the creation of the world (Jacobsen, 1976: 169). This same model underlies the Neo-Babylonian inscription from Sippar: Marduk creates the dirt that will form the alluvial plain (Heidel: 61). The main difference between these two myths is that creation in the Enuma Elish results from conflict against the waters (Tiamat), whereas in the Neo-Babylonian text the waters offer no opposition.


  Biblical scholars tend to characterize the Enuma Elish as the premier example of the Mesopotamian view of creation. At the heart of the Enuma Elish is what has been termed the Chaoskampf, “the struggle against chaos,” or, more broadly, the conflict myth. This myth presents the ubiquitous struggle between order and chaos. It is essentially a drama celebrating a warrior-god’s ascendancy to kingship over his rivals by his defeat of the chaotic forces of death, and his subsequent ordering of the world into a habitation suitable for human life. It is a cosmogonic myth that describes the creation of a new world complete with social system, kinship organization, and cult, though rarely does it focus on the origination of the world per se (Clifford, 1985: 509-12; Knight: 134-37). This Chaoskampf, which has numerous parallels in the biblical tradition, has been employed by biblical scholars as the primary model for interpreting the biblical creation myths (Gunkel, 1984). However, by emphasizing the exclusive importance of the Enuma Elish, other Mesopotamian creation myths that are equally vital for understanding the idea of creation in the Bible have often been neglected.


  Certainly the Enuma Elish is the most elaborate Mesopotamian creation myth, but it is doubtful that it represents the predominant Mesopotamian view of creation. One prominent assyriologist even characterized it as a sectarian and aberrant combination of mythological threads that have been woven into an unparalleled composition (Lambert: 291). Although he depicted the myth perhaps too narrowly, he has cautioned us against placing too much emphasis on this myth for understanding the Mesopotamian view of creation. Some scholars have even argued that the Enuma Elish is a foreign import into Mesopotamia (Jacobsen, 1968; Komoróczy). The textual evidence suggests that there is no single tradition that made up the Mesopotamian view of creation.


  A Mesopotamian creation myth that represents a strikingly different tradition from the Enuma Elish has been called the Theogony of Dunnu. Although the end of the text is missing, this myth is apparently about the establishment of kingship in Dunnu, which is traced back to the beginning of creation:


  At the very beginning Plow married Earth


  And they decided to establish a family and dominion.


  ‘We shall break up the virgin soil of the land into clods.’


  In the clods of their virgin soil, they created Sea.


  The Furrows, of their own accord, begot the Cattle God.


  Together they built Dunnu forever as his refuge.


  Plow made unrestricted dominion for himself in Dunnu (Dalley: 279).


  In the following lines, the Cattle God marries his mother Earth and kills his father Plow and takes over his dominion. Then the Cattle God marries his older sister Sea who kills Earth. The Cattle God and Sea in turn gave birth to a son, the Flocks God, who kills his father and marries his mother. So the generations proceed through incestuous marriage and patricide.


  According to this myth, the creation of the world resulted from both procreation and the killing of one’s parents. The importance of procreation is understandable. In the Enuma Elish, procreation served as the means by which the macrocosm emerged out of the primordial waters. In the Incantation against Toothache, the creation of the microcosm is similarly described, though more abstractly:


  After Anu had created heaven,


  Heaven had created earth,


  The earth had created the rivers,


  The rivers had created the canals,


  The canals had created the marsh,


  And the marsh had created the worm . . . (Pritchard: 100).


  Just as a human couple is able to produce new life, so also the primal gods produced by procreation through several generations all the vital aspects of the created world. But what is the purpose of killing one’s parents? An insight from the Enuma Elish proves helpful. In that myth both Apsu and Tiamat are slain, but neither ceases to exist. Rather, they become inert matter, material aspects of the creation. No longer are they active forces in the world. In the same way, each of the succeeding generations in the Theogony of Dunnu becomes a material part of the world through its death, and each generation ceases to serve as an active agent in the world (Jacobsen, 1984: 15-16).


  Myths of Human Creation


  Closely related to the myths of world creation are those of human creation. In fact, human creation is often placed in the context of world creation. This is true of the Sumerian myth of Enki and Ninmah. This myth begins by describing the structure of the world that resulted from the creation:


  In days of yore, the days when heaven and earth had been fashioned,


  in nights of yore, the nights when heaven and earth had been fashioned,


  in years of yore, the years when the modes of being were determined,


  when the Anunnaki gods had been born


  when the goddess-mothers had been chosen for marriage,


  when the goddess-mothers had been assigned to heaven or earth,


  and when the goddess-mothers had had intercourse, had become pregnant, and had given birth,


  did the gods for whom they baked their food portions and set therewith their tables,


  did the major gods oversee work, while the minor gods were shouldering the menial labor.


  The gods were dredging the rivers, were piling up their silt on projecting bends –


  and the gods lugging the clay began complaining about the corvée (Jacobsen, 1987b: 153-54).


  The creation of the world had resulted in a great disparity between the major and the minor gods. On the minor gods fell the task of maintaining the earth, particularly the work of dredging the rivers and canals. This is hard, back-breaking work, so the gods began to complain. Fearful to approach Enki, they bring their complaint to Namma, Enki’s mother and the mother who bore all the major gods. She intercedes on behalf of the minor gods, and requests that Enki relieve their burden:


  My son, rise from your bed, and when you with your ingenuity have searched out the required skill,


  and you have fashioned a fill-in worker for the gods, may they get loose of their digging! (Jacobsen, 1987b: 155).


  With his ingenuity and wisdom, Enki considers the problem that Namma presents him. Remembering his own conception and birth from Namma, he conceives of the idea of creating humans in the same way. Humans will be charged with the tasks of the minor gods; it will be their duty to maintain the earth by dredging the rivers and canals. Thus Enki requests that Namma create humans:


  O mother mine, since the sire who was once provided with heir by you is still there, have the god’s birth-chair put together!


  When you have drenched even the core of the Apsu’s fathering clay


  Imma-en and Imma-shar [= womb-goddesses] can make the fetus bigger, and when you have put limbs on it


  may Ninmah act as your birth-helper,


  and may Ninimma, Shuzidanna, Ninmada, Ninshara, Ninbara


  Ninmug, Dududuh and Ereshguna [= birth-goddesses]


  assist you at your giving birth.


  O mother mine, when you have determined its mode of being, may Ninmah put together the birth-chair,


  and when, without any male, you have built it up in it, may you give birth to mankind! (Jacobsen, 1987b: 156-57).


  Namma then gives birth to a human, Enki clothes it, and all the minor gods rejoice. The rest of the myth is about a contest between Enki and Ninmah over who can create the most useless human, but this need not concern us.


  According to this creation myth, humans were created in order to relieve the gods from their labor. A closer examination, however, reveals much more. Namma was seen as the power in the riverbed that gives birth to fresh water (Enki) in the spring, but in this myth she is identified more generally as mother earth. The “fathering clay of Apsu,” the other important element in the myth, was thought to be the clay beneath the surface of the earth from which the subterranean water (Enki) was born. Therefore, just as Enki was born out of Namma from this clay, so he requests that Namma also create humans. Humans are fashioned from the fathering clay of the Apsu and are born out of the earth, out of Namma, with the help of Ninmah.


  Although Ninmah plays a minor role as a divine midwife in the first part of Enki and Ninmah, elsewhere in Sumerian mythology, and later in Babylonian mythology, she is identified with the birth-goddess par excellence. She is called by a variety of names – usually Nintur or Ninhursaga, but also Mami, Aruru, and Belet-ili – which originally represented distinct deities, but by the time the myths were composed the deities were united in the form of the great birth-goddess. As the birth-goddess, she was the one who shaped the fetus in the womb:


  Mother Nintur, the lady of form-giving,


  Working in a dark place, the womb;


  to give birth to kings, to tie on the rightful tiara,


  to give birth to lords, to place the crown on their heads, is in her hands (Jacobsen, 1976: 107).


  Because this activity is analogous to the activity of artisans, the birth-goddess could be identified as a potter, a bronze-caster, or a carpenter. The birth-goddess was also responsible for the vital task of initiating the birth process:


  None but Ninhursaga, uniquely great, makes the innards contract,


  None but Nintur, the great mother, sets birth-giving going (Jacobsen, 1973: 288).


  She was the power in all facets of the birth process, including the actual delivery and care for the infant. Thus, she is often portrayed as a midwife, acting outside of the womb. Like her role in Enki and Ninmah, she aided in the birth of gods and humans.


  In Enki and Ninmah humans are created with no male assistance. This is unusual in Sumerian mythology. Typically, Enki plays a critical role in the creation of humans by supplying the necessary semen for conception. The Sumerian language makes no distinction between semen and water, encouraging a metaphorical relationship between the two. Just as water enables soil to produce, so semen enables the womb to conceive. Enki, as the god of fresh water, then, is also the progenitor of gods and humans. An excerpt from a myth describing the creation of the plant-gods thus illustrates both Enki’s and Nintur’s task in the birth process:


  Enki, the wise one, toward Nintur, the country’s mother,


  was digging his phallus into the levee,


  plunging his phallus into the canebrake. . .


  On Ninhursaga he poured semen into the womb,


  and she conceived the semen in the womb, very semen of Enki. . .


  In the month of womanhood


  like juniper oil, like juniper oil, like a prince’s sweet butter,


  did Nintur mother of the country,


  like juniper oil, give birth to Ninnisiga (Jacobsen, 1987b: 191-92).


  A different Sumerian tradition on the creation of humans claims that humans sprouted from the ground like plants. In the introductory lines to the hymn to E-engur, Enki’s temple at Eridu, the text states:


  When destinies had been determined for all engendered things,


  When in the year known as “Abundance born in heaven, . . .”


  The people had broken through the ground like grass (Jacobsen, 1970: 112).


  This idea is elaborated further in the Creation of the Pickax. In this myth Enlil separates the heaven from the earth so that humans can sprout up:


  The lord did verily produce the normal order,


  The lord whose decisions cannot be altered,


  Enlil, did verily speed to remove heaven from earth


  So that the seed from which grew the nation could sprout up from the field;


  did verily speed to bring the earth out from under heaven as a separate entity


  And bound up for her the gash in the “bond of heaven and earth” [= Duranki]


  So that the “flesh producer” [= Uzumua] could grow the vanguard of mankind (Jacobsen, 1970: 113).


  Duranki and Uzumua were sacred spots in ancient Nippur. Duranki was the spot at which heaven and earth were attached. When Enlil separated them, the resulting wound in the earth was bound up so that so that Uzumua (located within Duranki?) could grow humankind. The apparent idea behind this text is the insight that seeds need to be covered by dirt in order to sprout, otherwise they will simply bake in the sun.


  Having prepared the earth for life, Enlil creates the pickax, the indispensable tool of early agriculturalists, and marvels over its quality. Humans, however, had not sprouted as expected. Apparently, the hard crust of the earth prevented them from breaking through. Thus, Enlil uses his newly created pickax to free them:


  [He] drove his pickax into the “flesh producer.”


  In the hole which he thus made was the vanguard of mankind


  And while the people of his land were breaking through the ground toward Enlil


  He eyed his black-headed ones [= Sumerians] in steadfast fashion (Jacobsen, 1970: 114).


  Although this tradition of human creation uses metaphors different from the tradition of Enki and Ninmah and related myths, both traditions share the common idea that humans have their origin in the earth. The traditions differ with regard to how humans emerged from the earth. One tradition uses sexual metaphors to describe the birth of humans from the earth. The other tradition prefers agricultural metaphors.


  In later Mesopotamian myths of human creation both of these traditions can be found. In the myth of Atrahasis, for instance, humans are born out of the earth. The myth begins like Enki and Ninmah by describing how the major gods impose the work of the earth on the minor gods. These minor gods are charged with the tasks of digging out the river beds of the Tigris and Euphrates and of clearing the silt from the irrigation canals. Unlike the gods in Enki and Ninmah, however, the gods in this myth revolt against the great gods. Incited by an unnamed god, the gods burn their tools, lay aside their spades, and besiege the dwelling of Enlil, who was given dominion over the earth. Enlil is disturbed in his sleep by the noise of their rebellion, and he summons the great gods, Anu and Enki, to decide the dispute. The rebel gods present their case: The gods declare war because their burden is too difficult. Anu agrees with their complaint: “Their work was indeed too hard, their trouble was too much.” Nevertheless, the gods’ revolt cannot simply be dismissed; a penalty must be paid. Thus on the recommendation of Enlil, Anu decides that one god, the leader of the rebellion, should be killed as an example.


  Enki now addresses the other great gods. He agrees with Anu that the minor gods’ complaint is justified, but rather than simply kill the leader as an example, he suggests an alternative plan: Let the birth-goddess create humans to carry the burden of the gods. The great gods like Enki’s plan and summon the birth-goddess, here called Nintu-Mami, to instruct her for her task, but Nintu claims that she cannot create a human by herself:


  It is not proper for me to make him.


  The work is Enki’s;


  He makes everything pure!


  If he gives me clay, then I will do it (Dalley: 15).


  In turn, Enki responds:


  On the first, seventh, and fifteenth of the month


  I shall make a purification by washing.


  Then one god should be slaughtered.


  And the gods can be purified by immersion.


  Nintu shall mix clay


  With his flesh and his blood.


  Then a god and a man


  Will be mixed together in clay.


  Let us hear the drumbeat forever after,


  Let a ghost come into existence from the god’s flesh,


  Let her proclaim it as his living sign,


  And let the ghost exist so as not to forget the slain god (Dalley: 15).


  All the great gods endorse the plan. They kill the rebel leader. Nintu-Mami then mixes his blood with clay supplied by Enki. From this mixture she creates humans on whom the work of the gods is imposed.


  The interpretation of the creation of humans in this text is problematic. The references to the drumbeat and the ghost are not further clarified. One possible interpretation that finds support elsewhere in the myth is that this text describes human nature. Accordingly, the drumbeat is the human heart, and it serves as a sign that humans are created from the rebel god, who is present in humans in the form of a ghost. The beat of the heart serves to remind humans of their purpose in life, to serve and do the work of the gods, and also provides a warning of the possible consequences of rebellion against the gods (Moran).


  When Nintu-Mami creates the humans, she takes the clay and mixes it with blood. But the text goes on to state that the great gods spat on the clay. These are undoubtedly metaphors for the conception of a fetus in the womb. The clay is the fetal material supplied by the womb. We would identify the clay with the human egg, but the ancients thought in terms of an inert matter, like the earth’s soil that needs seed in order to produce. The gods’ spit, then, should be identified with semen. (In the Egyptian myths we will see how Atum’s semen was later thought to have come from his mouth.) Only with the spit of the gods are humans able to be created from the clay. Although the mixing of clay and spit represents the conception of humans, the rest of the birth process is not described in this account. Once the gods spit on the clay, Mami states that she has succeeded in creating humans and so relieved the gods from their toil.


  The myth of Atrahasis then continues with what appears to be a different account of the creation of humans, but on closer examination this second account is revealed to be parallel to the first account. The first account presents the creation of humans in an abstract and general way, whereas the second account is more specific and concrete (Kikawada). In particular, the second account details the process by which humans are created out of clay; it begins as follows:


  Far-sighted Enki and wise Mami


  Went into the room of fate.


  The womb-goddesses were assembled.


  He trod the clay in her presence;


  She kept reciting an incantation,


  For Enki, staying in her presence, made her recite it.


  When she had finished her incantation,


  She pinched off fourteen pieces of clay,


  And set seven pieces on the right,


  Seven on the left.


  Between them she put down a mud brick.


  She made use of a reed, opened it to cut the umbilical cord,


  Called up the wise and knowledgeable


  Womb-goddesses, seven and seven.


  Seven created males,


  Seven created females,


  For the womb-goddess is creator of fate (Dalley: 16-17).


  This passage uses several complex metaphors. It begins by describing the process of making bricks. Like a brick-maker, Enki prepares the clay by stomping it with his feet, but in this context his actions serve as a metaphor for the shaping of the fetus in the womb. Mami recites incantations so that the fetus will be born properly. This was a common task of Near Eastern midwifes (Beckman). After her incantation, she pinches off fourteen pieces of clay, which is analogous to the movement of the fetus into the birth canal. Finally, Mami puts down a mud brick as a birthstool (Lambert and Millard: 153), and then delivers seven males and seven females. Although the mother of these newly created humans is never specified, the reference to clay suggests that it is the earth itself. But rather than draw attention to Mami’s role as mother earth, the text emphasizes only her role as the divine midwife.


  Our interpretation of this second account of human creation is confirmed by the following lines of the myth that give instructions for performing the rituals appropriate for a woman giving birth to a baby. When a woman gives birth, a mud brick should be put in the birthing house for seven days in honor of Mami, and the mother shall sever herself from the baby by cutting the umbilical cord. The next lines of the myth repeat Mami’s role in the creation of humans, but with more specific detail:


  The womb-goddesses were assembled


  And Nintu was present. They counted the months,


  Called up the tenth month as the term of fates.


  When the tenth month came,


  She slipped in a staff and opened the womb.


  Her face was glad and joyful.


  She covered her head,


  Performed the midwifery,


  Put on her belt, said a blessing (Dalley: 17).


  In this text Nintu-Mami unambiguously acts as a divine midwife and delivers the birth of the humans. More ritual instruction follows and concludes the myth’s focus on the creation of humans.


  A brief account of human creation is included in the Enuma Elish. After Marduk’s victory over Tiamat and his creation of the microcosm, the gods praise him for his majesty and great works. In response to this praise, Marduk considers an even greater achievement. Consulting with Ea, another name for Enki, Marduk decides to free the gods from their labor by creating humans:


  Let me put blood together, and make bones too.


  Let me set up primeval man: Man shall be his name.


  Let me create a primeval man.


  The work of the gods shall be imposed on him, and so they shall be at leisure.


  Let me change the ways of the gods miraculously,


  So that they are gathered as one yet divided in two (Dalley: 260-61).


  The last line of this text means that all the gods will be able to rest as one, yet they will still be divided into two classes: the gods above the earth and the gods below. Ea agrees with Marduk’s plan but adds the further provision that the one responsible for arousing Tiamat to battle should be killed so that humans can be created. The assembly of gods indict Kingu as the one who started the war by inciting Tiamat.


  They bound him and held him in front of Ea,


  Imposed the penalty on him and cut off his blood.


  He created mankind from his blood,


  Imposed the toil of the gods on man and released the gods from it (Dalley: 261).


  Then out of gratitude for being freed from their work, the gods themselves build Babylon and its temple Esagila and throw a banquet to celebrate Marduk’s kingship.


  In the Enuma Elish the process of human creation is not described. Although only divine blood is mentioned for the composition of humans, this text undoubtedly stands within the same Mesopotamian tradition described above in which humans have their origin in the earth. Whether humans were born from clay or sprouted like plants, we cannot determine. The sole mention of divine blood and the task of humans – to bear the gods’ toil – was sufficient for the myth’s purpose.


  One final Mesopotamian myth of human creation that needs to be considered is a bilingual text discovered at Assur and dating back to approximately 800 B.C.E. This myth begins by describing how the great gods, after they create the earth, deliberate on what they should create next. Together, they recognize the need for humans to perform the work of the gods in maintaining the earth:


  In Uzumua, the bond of heaven and earth,


  Let us slay two Lamga gods [= divine craftsmen].


  With their blood let us create mankind.


  The service of the gods will be their portion,


  For all times to maintain the boundary ditch,


  To place the hoe and the basket into their hands


  For the dwelling of the great gods,


  Which is fixed to be an exalted sanctuary,


  To mark off field from field,


  For all times to maintain the boundary ditch,


  To give the trench its right course,


  To maintain the boundary stone,


  To water the four regions of the earth,


  To raise plants in abundance (Heidel: 69-70).


  Although this text suggests that humans will be created from the blood of two gods, the role of blood is not mentioned in the actual description of human creation. Rather, humans sprout from the ground like plants:


  Aruru, the lady of the gods, who is fit for rulership,


  Ordained for them great destinies:


  Skilled worker to produce for skilled worker and unskilled worker for unskilled worker,


  Springing up by themselves like grain from the ground,


  A thing which, like the stars of heaven, shall not be changed forever (Heidel: 70-71).


  This myth uses a variety of metaphors to describe human creation: the agricultural metaphors embodied in Uzumua, the “(place where) flesh sprouted forth,” and the sprouting of grain, the blood of slain gods, and the reference to Aruru who is associated with the birth process. The point of this myth appears to be that Aruru has ordained human reproduction so that humans will be able to procreate and reproduce, unaided by the gods, like grain that sprouts from the ground. The blood from the divine craftsmen – note that in this myth they are not rebel gods – transfers to humans the necessary skills for maintaining the earth; humans are given divine skills so that the gods may rest.


  Egypt


  In comparison to the creation myths of Mesopotamia, the Egyptian creation myths are much more difficult to understand. In part, this is because the Egyptians found no need to describe the process of creation in its entirety. Although most of the Egyptian myths are basically cosmological or cosmogonical myths – that is, concerned with the composition or creation of the world – they were only secondarily formulated for this purpose. Most of the myths served a ritual or cultic function (Lesko: 91). This is true for the Mesopotamian creation myths as well, but unlike them the Egyptian myths usually make only passing reference to creation. The Egyptian ideas of creation must be reconstructed from numerous disparate sources.


  The Egyptian creation myths are also more difficult to understand because the myths have undergone a long history of harmonization and abstraction. In predynastic Egypt, prior to the third millennium B.C.E., there probably existed a variety of local, independent traditions of creation, each with its own gods and unique depiction of creation. However, with the unification of Egypt and the founding of the first dynasty under Menes, many of the local myths were brought together into an elaborate system, and the numerous gods were arranged into a hierarchy (Lesko: 90). Moreover, the myths were continuously reformulated in response to and in conjunction with Egypt’s intellectual tradition. The result was a complex national mythology.


  Myths of World Creation


  A thorough treatment of Egypt’s creation myths is beyond the scope of this chapter, and undoubtedly would try the patience of most readers. Nevertheless, a few examples of this mythology will serve our construction of a cross-cultural model for interpreting the creation metaphors of the Bible. One early example of Egypt’s creation mythology is known as the Heliopolitan cosmogony because it originated in the cult of Atum at Heliopolis, the biblical On. This myth presents the classical Egyptian doctrine of the procreation of the world. According to this myth, the creation of the world began at Heliopolis as a hillock emerged out of the primeval ocean Nun. On this hillock the lone god Atum procreated by himself: “Atum is he who once came into being, who masturbated in On. He took his phallus in his grasp that he might create orgasm by means of it, and so were born the twins Shu and Tefnut” (Faulkner: 198). Shu (male) is identified with the air and Tefnut (female) with moisture. Because this first couple was thought to have been born from Atum’s mouth, later formulations of the myth state that Atum spit them out (Morenz: 163). Shu and Tefnut then gave birth to the earth, Geb (male), and the sky, Nut (Female). They in turn gave birth to two sons, Osiris and Seth, and two daughters, Isis and Nephthys, thus completing the Ennead (family of nine gods). These siblings possibly represent the political powers of the terrestrial world (Morenz: 162), though they have also been identified with natural powers (Lesko: 93). Finally, Osiris and Isis gave birth to Horus who is identified with the king of Egypt.


  Another creation myth focuses on the work of Ptah, the chief god of Memphis. In the Berlin Hymn to Ptah, Ptah, the self-created one, is praised as the one who creates the world like a potter fashioning a vessel:


  Greetings, Ptah, father of the gods,


  Tatenen, eldest of the originals, . . .


  who begot himself by himself, without any developing having developed;


  who crafted the world in the design of his heart,


  when his developments developed.


  Model who gave birth to all that is,


  begetter who created what exists. . .


  Who built his body by himself,


  without the earth having developed, without the sky having developed,


  without the waters having been introduced.


  You tied together the world, you totaled your flesh,


  you took account of your parts and found yourself alone,


  place-maker, god who smelted the Two Lands [= upper and lower Egypt].


  There is no father of yours who begot you in your developing,


  no mother of yours who gave you birth:


  your own Khnum [= the potter god],


  active one who came forth active (Allen: 39-40; with modifications).


  An important characteristic of Egyptian creation myths that can be observed from this text is the mixture of both craftsman and birth imagery. Ptah both fashions the world and gives birth to it. Ptah is also compared to Khnum, the potter god who fashions gods and humans on his potter’s wheel. But Khnum, as we will illustrate below, is also responsible for creating the semen and fashioning the fetus in the womb (Morenz: 162, 183-84). These two types of creation are thoroughly integrated in the Egyptian myths, and thus probably stem from a single cultural model of creation.


  A third Egyptian creation myth that combines elements from the previous two myths is the Memphite Theology. Although this myth is only preserved in a very late and badly damaged inscription, it might stem from the Old Kingdom when Memphis was the capital that united Upper and Lower Egypt. According to this myth, Ptah is the creator of even Atum and the rest of the Heliopolitan Ennead, but the mode of creation has been abstracted from the concrete craftsman and birth metaphors to an intangible intellectual creative principle. The creation comes into being through Ptah’s efficacious word.


  There took shape in the heart, there took shape on the tongue the form of Atum. For the very great one is Ptah, who gave life to all the gods and their kas through this heart and through this tongue, in which Horus [= command] had taken shape as Ptah, in which Thoth [= perception] had taken shape as Ptah. Thus heart and tongue rule over all limbs in accordance with the teaching that the heart is in every body and the tongue is in every mouth of all gods, all men, all cattle, all creeping things, whatever lives, thinking whatever he [= Ptah] wishes and commanding whatever he wishes. His Ennead is before him as teeth and lips. They are the semen and the hands of Atum. For the Ennead of Atum came into being through his semen and his fingers. But the Ennead is the teeth and lips in this mouth which pronounced the name of every living thing, from which Shu and Tefnut came forth, and which gave birth to the Ennead. . . Thus all the gods were born and his Ennead was completed. For every word of the god came about through what the heart devised and the tongue commanded (Lichtheim, 1980: 54).


  In this myth Ptah is identified with the creative principle that is actualized through his thoughts and speech. The Ennead of Atum serves as the agent through which Ptah’s word is translated into material reality. The model for this abstract understanding of creation appears to be the actual workings of the human mind. Just as humans conceptualize and plan and then act on those plans, so also Ptah’s conceptualizations result in the creation of the world. Similarly, the Ennead is the agent in Ptah’s creating just as the human senses serve as agents of the mind (Allen: 45): “Sight, hearing, breathing – they report to the heart, and it makes every understanding come forth. As to the tongue, it repeats what the heart has devised” (Lichtheim, 1980: 54).


  Myths of Human Creation


  Egyptian myths have little to say about the creation of humans; their primary focus is world creation and the emergence of the gods (Kákosy: 205). However, short references to human creation can be gleaned from a variety of Egyptian texts. In the Instruction Addressed to King Merikare, for instance, humans are compared to god’s cattle:


  Well tended is mankind – god’s cattle,


  He made sky and earth for their sake,


  He subdued the water monster,


  He made breath for their noses to live.


  They are his images, who came from his body,


  He shines in the sky for their sake;


  He made for them plants and cattle,


  Fowl and fish to feed them (Lichtheim, 1973: 106).


  Although the process of human creation in this text is not explicitly detailed, the language suggests that humans are formed through procreation by the god. Another text, from the Instruction of Amenemope, compares humans to a building that god constructs:


  Man is clay and straw,


  The god is his builder.


  He tears down, he builds up daily,


  He makes a thousand poor by his will,


  He makes a thousand men into chiefs,


  When he is in his hour of life (Lichtheim, 1976: 160).


  It is interesting to note that neither of the previous texts identifies the god responsible for human creation. Elsewhere, the Book of the Gates identifies Horus as the creator of humans (Morenz: 48). In the texts discovered at el-Amarna it is the sun-disk, Aten, who is the creator. In the Short Hymn to Aten, Aten is praised for creating all life, including humans:


  August God who fashioned himself,


  Who made every land, created what is in it,


  All peoples, herds, and flocks,


  All trees that grow from soil;


  They live when you dawn for them,


  You are mother and father of all that you made. . .


  You are One yet a million lives are in you,


  To make them live you give the breath of life to their noises;


  By the sight of your rays all flowers exist,


  What lives and sprouts from the soil grows when you shine (Lichtheim, 1976: 91-92).


  There is an oscillation in this hymn between Aten’s natural life-giving power as the sun and Aten’s paternal character. Because king Akhenaten, the chief patron of the Aten cult, proclaimed Aten to be the sole god of Egypt, Aten is described as both a father and a mother. This aspect of Aten is further elaborated upon in the Great Hymn to the Aten, where Aten is praised for characteristics similar to both Enki and Nintur, his Mesopotamian counterparts in the creation process:


  Who makes seed grow in women,


  Who creates people from sperm;


  Who feeds the son in his mother’s womb,


  Who soothes him to still his tears.


  Nurse in the womb,


  Giver of breath,


  To nourish all that he made.


  When he comes from the womb to breathe,


  On the day of his birth,


  You open wide his mouth,


  You supply his needs (Lichtheim, 1976: 97-98).


  Like Enki, Aten supplies the semen that enables conception in the womb. And like Nintur, Aten shapes the fetus in the womb and acts as a divine midwife to deliver and care for the child at birth.


  The preeminent creator of humans in Egypt is Khnum. He is most characteristically portrayed as a potter who fashions both gods and humans on his potter’s wheel: “He has fashioned humankind on the wheel; he has engendered gods in order to people the land and the sphere of the Great Ocean” (Sauneron and Yoyotte: 73). In a hymn from his temple in Esna, Khnum is praised for creating every living thing on his wheel:


  You are the master of the wheel,


  Who is pleased to model on the wheel,


  The beneficent god who organizes the land,


  Who puts the seeds in contact with the land. . .


  You are the all-powerful one,


  And you have made humans on the wheel.


  You have created the gods;


  You have modeled the small and large cattle;


  You have formed everything on your wheel each day


  In your name of Khnum the potter (Sauneron and Yoyotte: 73).


  In addition to fashioning humans on the potter’s wheel, Khnum also supplies them with the breath necessary for life. He is the “god who forms bodies, the god who equips nostrils” (Lichtheim, 1980: 115). “The sweet breath of wind goes out from him for the nostrils of gods and humans” (Sauneron and Yoyotte: 74).


  As a potter, Khnum has been called a craftsman god. But Khnum also plays a role in the birth process. In fact, these two aspects of Khnum’s character are inseparable. Khnum’s fashioning of humans on the potter’s wheel was thought to be analogous to his work within the womb:


  He fashioned gods and men,


  He has formed flocks and herds;


  He made birds as well as fishes,


  He created bulls, engendered cows.


  He knotted the flow of blood to the bones,


  Formed in his workshop as his handiwork,


  So the breath of life is within everything,


  Blood bound with semen in the bones,


  To knit the bones from start.


  He makes women give birth when the womb is ready,


  So as to open . . . as he wishes;


  He soothes suffering by his will,


  Relieves throats, lets everyone breathe,


  To give life to the young in the womb (Lichtheim, 1980: 112).


  Ancient Egyptians believed that Khnum had a necessary and critical task within the birth process. Like a potter shapes a vessel on his wheel, so Khnum forms the fetus in the womb. Moreover, without Khnum’s contribution conception cannot take place. For example, the Admonitions of Ipuwer state: “Lo, women are barren, none conceive, Khnum does not fashion because of the state of the land” (Lichtheim, 1973: 151).


  Khnum’s role in the birth process has been beautifully illustrated on a number of wall carvings in the temple of Deir el Bahari that depict the birth of Hatshepsut, Egypt’s only female king (Naville: pls. XLVI-LV). In the first relevant scene, the chief god Amun is tastefully depicted having intercourse with the queen Iahmes, Hatshepsut’s mother. The Egyptians believed their kings had two fathers: a divine father who gives the king divine attributes, and a human father from whom the new king will inherit the throne (Gordon, 1977). In this scene Amun assumes the form of the queen’s husband in order to impregnate her with divine semen. After the intercourse, the next scene portrays Khnum fashioning Hatshepsut on his potter’s wheel. Then in the following scenes, Khnum leads the pregnant queen, with his spouse Heket, a birth-goddess, to the birth place where she delivers Hatshepsut. According to these carvings, Khnum is clearly the one who forms and shapes the fetus in the womb. His work and skill as a potter serve as a metaphor for his activity in the birth process (Morenz: 183-84; Gordon, 1982: 206).


  A Canaanite Myth of Creation


  The exemplary myth of creation from the Canaanite culture, the culture most familiar to ancient Israelites, is the Ugaritic Baal myth, though this is hotly debated among scholars. Because the Baal myth lacks a specific description of the process of creation, some scholars have argued that it cannot properly be called a creation myth (Kapelrud, 1980; Margalit; Levenson, 1988: 9-10). Moreover, the Ugaritic myths usually designate El as the creator god rather than Baal, the central character of the Baal myth. Although the evidence is scant, El is called the father of gods and humans and the creator of creatures (Pope: 47-54; De Moor). In response, other scholars have argued that a distinction needs to be made between theogonic creation – the birth and succession of the gods – and cosmogonic creation – the creation of the world through divine conflict. El’s creation is thus classified as a theogony, whereas Baal’s creation is called a cosmogony (Fisher; Cross, 1976; Grønbæk). This distinction, however, does not account for all the evidence, for El also acts in divine combat (P. Miller: 48-58; Wyatt, 1987b: 189-90), nor does it explain the absence of an explicit description of Baal creating. This latter problem need not detain us. The Baal myth is clearly concerned with the structures and order of the world, and as such can be called a cosmogony. The fact that the myth contains no reference to the actual process of creation is insignificant, for it is unreasonable to expect a myth to offer a detailed explanation of its own significance (Wyatt, 1985: 376-77). In other words, the creation of the world is the significance of the myth; it is what results from Baal securing the order of the world. It is sufficient for our purposes simply to focus on Baal’s activity.


  The unity of the Baal myth is also debated. Even the order of the six tablets of the myth, two of which are quite fragmentary, is uncertain. The myth itself appears to be a complex weaving of loosely related mythic traditions. Nevertheless, two prominent episodes of divine conflict stand out, one dealing with control of the macrocosm and one with the microcosm. The first episode begins with all the gods dining at a banquet on El’s mountain. Sea, symbolic of the unruly cosmic powers, and similar in character to Tiamat, sends two messengers to challenge El’s power over the macrocosm. He demands that El hand over Baal, the storm-god, to be his captive. All the gods cower at the messengers’ arrival, and El has no recourse but to deliver Baal into Sea’s control. Baal, however, does not give in to Sea so easily. He rebukes the other gods and assaults his messengers. After a break in the text, the myth resumes with Kothar-wa-Hasis, the divine craftsman, prophesying Baal’s victory over Sea:


  Behold, your enemy, Baal,


  behold, you will kill your enemy,


  behold, you will annihilate your foes.


  You will take your eternal kingship,


  your dominion forever and ever (Coogan: 88).


  Kothar-wa-Hasis then provides Baal with two clubs by which he strikes and kills Sea:


  (The club) struck Prince Sea on the skull,


  Judge River between the eyes.


  Sea stumbled;


  he fell to the ground;


  his joints shook;


  his frame collapsed.


  Baal captured and drank Sea;


  he finished off Judge River (Coogan: 89).


  With the defeat of Sea, Baal secures the order of the macrocosm. El remains head of the pantheon and Baal is proclaimed king over the microcosm.


  At the beginning of the second episode, Baal declares that his authority over the microcosm is unrivaled:


  No other king or non-king


  shall set his power over the earth.


  I will send no tribute to El’s son Death,


  no homage to El’s Darling, the Hero.


  Let Death cry to himself,


  let the Darling grumble in his heart;


  for I alone will rule over the gods;


  I alone will fatten gods and men;


  I alone will satisfy earth’s masses (Coogan: 105).


  Baal’s boast, however, is premature. Death, the chthonic power of sterility, disease, and drought, demands that Baal surrender his authority to him. Baal is unable to resist his power and submits to Death’s ultimatum. Death is pleased by Baal’s unhappy decision, and thus issues the terms of his surrender:


  As for you [Baal], take your clouds,


  your wind, your bolts, your rain;


  take with you your seven lads,


  your eight noble boars;


  take with you Pidray, maid of light;


  take with you Tallay, maid of rain;


  then head toward Mount Kankaniya:


  raise the mountain with your hands,


  the hill on top of your palms;


  then go down to the sanatorium of the underworld;


  you will be counted among those who go down into the earth.


  And the gods will know that you have died (Coogan: 108).


  Baal obeys Death’s command and dies in the underworld.


  Baal’s demise causes the microcosm to wither at the hands of Death. The once rich fields that had produced bountiful crops with the aid of Baal’s rain are now turned into a desert. Life on earth cannot be sustained with Death as Lord. Hence, the gods mourn the death of Baal:


  Baal is dead: what will happen to the peoples?


  Dagon’s son: what will happen to the masses?


  Let us go down into the earth in Baal’s place (Coogan: 109).


  Anat, Baal’s sister and wife, demands that Death release her brother, but he refuses. She then takes action into her own hands:


  She seized El’s son Death:


  with a sword she split him;


  with fire she burned him;


  with a hand mill she ground him;


  in the fields she sowed him.


  “May the birds not eat his remains,


  may the fowl not consume his parts:


  let flesh cry out to flesh!” (Coogan: 112).


  By her defeat of Death, Anat releases Baal from his grip. Baal’s resurrection is foreseen by El in a vision of a fruitful earth:


  The heavens rained down oil,


  the wadis ran with honey (Coogan: 113).


  Baal returns to his throne to exercise his dominion over the microcosm. After seven years, Death seeks justice from Baal for the shame he suffered at the hands of Anat. Unwilling to supply Death with other victims, Baal engages Death in combat. Neither, however, is able to overcome the other. Finally, the threat of El’s intervention forces Death to yield to Baal.


  Both episodes of the Baal myth envelope the same basic structure: The authority of El/Baal over the world is challenged by Sea/Death, both being symbols of chaos; Baal/Anat defeats Sea/Death; and El/Baal is restored to his position (Petersen and Woodward: 239-43). The similarities between the episodes relate to one another as a macrocosm does to a microcosm, further emphasizing the structure and order of the world. The differences between the episodes concern the intention of each. The first episode focuses on the rise of Baal as king over the microcosm. Closely connected with this episode is another in which Baal builds his temple as a sign of his rule over the microcosm. The second episode, however, focuses on the precariousness of life on earth. Life is frequently vanquished by death. Nevertheless, Anat’s victory over Death and Baal’s resurrection affirms the microcosm’s capacity for sustaining life (Clifford, 1984a: 193-95).


  An Ancient Near Eastern Model of Creation


  From these ancient Near Eastern creation myths, and in anticipation of our discussion of the creation myths and metaphors in the Bible (Chapter Three), a culturally shared model of creation in which these metaphors were rooted can be reconstructed. The basis of this model is a cultural understanding of the human body and its replication onto the earth. In other words, the human body is related analogically to the earth, as a microcosm is related to a macrocosm. The earth is viewed as a large model of the human body, or conversely, the human body is viewed as a small model of the earth. This model is illustrated in figure 6.


  [image: fig]


  The human body, according to this model, is viewed from two related perspectives, each accentuating a distinctive feature of the body. From an external perspective, the body is a highly ordered and symmetrical entity with fixed boundaries that differentiate it from other entities. In addition, the body has a number of orifices that can be penetrated and discharge internal bodily fluids.4 These orifices make the body vulnerable to external attack (i.e., from unclean food, or rape), and so must be protected. From an internal perspective, the body is animated by the thoughts of the heart and is able, through the intentional act of procreation, to reproduce. The male body is able to inseminate the female body that serves as a womb in which a new human is conceived and develops. Birth then becomes the means of introducing further differentiation by establishing boundaries between the female body and the fetus that is born from it.


  These characteristics of the human body are analogically related to similar features of the earth. On the one hand, the same kinds of order, differentiation, and boundaries are discovered on the earth. The diverse geography of the land differentiates one region from another and establishes boundaries. Rivers and springs issue from the orifices of the earth. The seasonal cycle and the regular courses of the sun, moon, and stars further delimit the basic order and structure of the world. On the other hand, the earth functions like a womb in that it produces vegetation as seeds, which are planted in the ground, germinate.5 This analogical relationship between the human body and the earth also led to the personification of the earth. The earth and the elements within it are presented as active agents in the creation. Elements of the earth, usually the waters, are personified as unruly or life-threatening monsters which must be conquered before order and differentiation can be established on the earth. Similarly, the land is personified as a female who is inseminated and gives birth to humans.


  As a heuristic model of the ancient Near Eastern cultural understanding of creation, this model is able to account for both the interrelationship and the meaning of the individual creation metaphors. The external perspective of the model is reflected in the metaphors of separation and differentiation. In the Sumerian epic tale of Gilgamesh, Enkidu, and the Nether World, for example, creation is described with these metaphors: The earth was separated from heaven when An carried off heaven and Enlil carried off earth. Similarly, in the Creation of the Pickax Enlil, the god of the air, separates an originally united heaven and earth. In both of these myths, the creation metaphors serve to present creation as the process of differentiation through the establishment of boundaries.


  The parade example of this type of creation is found in the Enuma Elish where the creation of the world consists of splitting and arranging the corpse of Tiamat and controlling the flow of her waters by restricting them within boundaries. But unlike the Sumerian examples, creation in the Enuma Elish is set within the context of the conflict myth, and so it links metaphors of conflict with the creation metaphors of separation and differentiation. According to this myth, Marduk must first fight and slay Tiamat, who poses a threat to the great gods, before he can create the world from her corpse. A similar linkage of conflict and creation metaphors is present in the biblical texts. In Psalm 74:12-17 God’s creation is described according to the metaphors that stem from the external perspective of the creation model: God divides the sea, cuts open the earth for springs and torrents, establishes the courses of the heavenly luminaries, and fixes the boundaries of the earth. Yet integrated into this description are metaphors of conflict: God breaks the heads of the dragons in the waters, and crushes the heads of Leviathan. In other biblical texts the conflict metaphors are less pronounced. Psalm 104:7 refers simply to the waters fleeing at God’s rebuke; Job 38:8-11 credits God with locking up an unruly sea. In Genesis 1, of course, no trace of conflict is present, despite the references to the “deep” (Hebrew tehom which is cognate to Babylonian tiamat, “sea” and the name of Marduk’s nemesis) and the “sea monsters.” Like the gods in the Sumerian examples, the biblical God creates by peacefully dividing and fixing the boundaries of an otherwise undifferentiated primordial unity.


  Previous biblical scholars have assumed that the creation metaphors of separation and differentiation were rooted in the conflict myth, that the establishment of order was the natural outcome of the divine warrior’s victory over chaos. As a result, they have interpreted the diminishing presence of conflict metaphors in the biblical texts to be the result of the process of demythologization. In Genesis 1, the culmination of this process, the sea monsters are no longer symbols of primordial chaos but simply creatures created by God on the fifth day, and the waters that are also symbolic of chaos have no personality and offer no opposition to God (this passage will be discussed in detail in Chapter Five). However, an alternative interpretation is suggested by the model of creation. The metaphors of separation and differentiation are primary. The conflict metaphors result from the personification of the primordial unity that is to be differentiated. From the perspective of the Enuma Elish, life was only possible when the primordial waters were controlled and restricted within boundaries. Tiamat and, to a lesser degree, Apsu are the personification of these waters. The conflict myth is a secondary development, a personification, of these primary creation metaphors of separation and differentiation.6


  The creation metaphors that reflect the internal dimension of the creation model are by far the more numerous. These are the metaphors of procreation. Therefore, Apsu and Tiamat give birth to four generations of gods, representing the major elements of the world, from the intermingling of their waters. Similarly, in the Heliopolitan cosmogony, the gods representing the creation are born from Atum. Because Atum is a lone god, he procreates by himself through masturbation: Shu (air) and Tefnut (moisture) are born from his semen. But these gods give birth to Geb and Nut through conventional means. These gods, the personified earth and sky respectively, then give birth to the remaining elements of creation. In the Theology of Dunnu the Plow and a personified Earth begin to create all the elements of the world through procreation, but in this case, the process of conception is described in agricultural terms: the Plow “plows” the Earth.


  The internal perspective of the creation model is also reflected in the ancient Near Eastern metaphors that present the creation of humans. Through the personification of the earth, humans are formed from clay and born from the earth like a fetus from a womb. The clay in these metaphors is analogous to the human embryo that must develop before it is born. The Atrahasis myth describes the birth process in detail. The clay is fertilized by the gods’ spittle, Enki shapes it during the period of gestation, and finally Nintu-Mami pinches off pieces and delivers humans from the womb of the earth. In the Creation of the Pickax and the bilingual Assyrian text from Assur, however, humans sprout from the earth like grain. Human semen is like seed that is planted and germinates from the ground. Both of these metaphors, reflecting different aspects of the creation model, are also present in the Bible. There are numerous biblical metaphors describing God planting humans in the ground, and Psalm 139:13–15 compares the human womb, in which God knits together the fetus, to the womb of the earth.


  Most biblical references to God creating humans from clay, however, have not been interpreted in relation to either the birth or the agricultural metaphor. God’s role in creating humans is rather compared to the dominant Egyptian tradition in which potter-god Khnum fashions both gods and humans on his potter’s wheel. This comparison is appropriate, but Khnum’s role in the creation of humans is often misunderstood. As several hymns to Khnum make clear, Khnum’s role as potter was thought to be analogous to his role in the birth process. Like a potter shapes a vessel on his wheel, so Khnum forms the fetus in the womb. Moreover, Khnum’s role in the birth process has been clearly illustrated on the wall carvings in the temple of Deir el Bahari. According to these carvings, Khnum is clearly the one who forms and shapes the fetus in the womb. His work and skill as a potter serve as a metaphor for his activity in the birth process. Similarly, the biblical references to God forming humans from clay should be interpreted according to this same model. The fashioning of clay represents the abstraction of one aspect of the birth process.


  A further abstraction of the birth process is detectable in metaphors of creation by command. In the Hymn to Ptah, Ptah is praised as the self-created god who gave birth to all that exists. Yet Ptah’s procreation of the world is explicitly linked to the thoughts of his heart. He is the one “who crafted the world in the design of his heart,” and the “model who gave birth to all that is, begetter who created what exists.” In the later Memphite Theology, this principle of creative thought is abstracted from the procreative process of creation. Ptah creates not through sexual intercourse, or masturbation, but by the rule of his heart and tongue, that is, by his efficacious command. Nevertheless, traces of the procreation metaphors are still present, for the thoughts of the heart and the commands of the tongue are actualized by the teeth and lips that “are the semen and the hands of Atum.” This abstraction of procreation can also be detected in a Ugaritic myth where, by command alone, El impregnates two handmaidens who then give birth to monsters (De Moor: 177-79; KTU 1.12). Sexual intercourse in the procreative process has simply been abstracted to the desire of the heart that initiates it.


  The creation metaphors of divine fiat in Genesis 1 can be interpreted in relation to this process of abstraction. Although these metaphors have been abstracted and applied to non-procreative contexts, vestiges of the procreation metaphor in which they are rooted can still be detected. On the third day God commands, “Let the earth put forth vegetation” ( v. 11), and the earth produces vegetation. This scenario is analogous to El’s impregnation of the handmaidens; this is an abstraction of God’s procreative activity of impregnating the earth with seed. Similarly, on the fifth day God commands, “Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures” (v. 20), and on the sixth day, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures” (v. 24). Yet in fulfillment of these commands the text states that God “created” the sea monsters and fish (v. 21), and God “made” all the earth creatures (v. 25). These metaphors represent a further abstraction of procreation so that the waters and the earth no longer give birth to their creatures.


  The correspondence of the diverse ancient Near Eastern creation metaphors to our heuristic model across cultural lines suggests that these metaphors are derived from a single, yet complex, cultural understanding of creation. Moreover, the creation myths and metaphors that we have examined reflect either the internal or the external perspective of the model, suggesting the development of two distinct, yet related, creation traditions in the ancient Near East: One tradition placed emphasis on procreation, whereas the other tradition placed emphasis on order and differentiation. The Enuma Elish could be considered the exception in that both perspectives of the model are present – the creation of the macrocosm through the procreation of the gods, and the creation of the microcosm through the ordering and differentiation of Tiamat’s carcass – but these two types of creation remain distinct in the myth.


  This heuristic model does not suggest, however, that the ancient Near Eastern peoples could not conceive of creation differently, only that this model is sufficient to account for the interrelationship and meaning of these extant metaphors. The biblical writers’ particular use of these metaphors, then, should be interpreted within the context of this shared cultural understanding. Only when the culturally shared meaning of the metaphor is accounted for can the biblical writers’ own unique use of the metaphor be adequately understood.


  In the next chapter, we will use this ancient Near Eastern creation model to interpret the biblical views of creation. This creation model will enable us to understand the diverse biblical creation metaphors and myths by placing them within the cultural context of the ancient Near East. In other words, this model provides the culturally appropriate scenarios for interpreting creation in the Bible. It schematizes the common ancient Near Eastern understanding of reality that formed the cultural basis of the distinct creation myths outlined above. Furthermore, the high correspondence between this heuristic model and the biblical metaphors – demonstrated in the next chapter – suggests that these metaphors are based on a similar culturally shared perception of reality. By presenting the basic understanding of reality that was shared by the biblical writers, this model can serve as a key for understanding the basic structure of the Israelites’ worldview.


  Notes


  1. Literary critics typically make a distinction between metaphor and simile. Both make a comparison between two things, but the latter is considered to be more explicit and uses comparative terms such as “like” or “as.” This distinction, however, is merely formal and has no functional significance. Therefore, I have lumped all comparisons together under the category of metaphor.


  2. This line has been modified following Jacobsen (1970: 122-­­23).


  3. The imhullu-wind is a Sumerian loan-word that the text itself defines as “evil wind.”


  4. This aspect of the creation model is reflected in term of rules of purity (Eilberg-Schwartz: 177-94) and need not concern us here.


  5. Unlike scientific conceptions of procreation, the people of the ancient Near East, as well many modern societies, embrace a theory of procreation that has been labeled “monogenetic.” A woman is like the earth in providing the soil for life, but the man must plant the seed (semen) that contains the essential substance of the new born child (Delaney: 38-39).


  6. Our conclusion does not support Westermann’s conclusion that the motif of divine conflict – the struggle with a dragon or chaos – was originally unconnected to the creation theme (1984: 28-33). Westermann is unable to marshal convincing evidence of a conflict myth that is unrelated to creation. For example, the Egyptian myth of Re’s daily struggle with Apophis is presented in the context of the creation of the world. Re’s defeat of Apophis repeatedly secures the created order and the boundaries between day and night.


  



  Chapter Three


  Creation in the Bible


  The Problem with Creation in the Bible


  Creation in the Bible is described with metaphors and myths similar in kind to those used in the Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and Canaanite cultures. God fights the sea-dragon, battles the chaotic waters, separates the heavens from the earth, divides the primeval waters, acts through the spoken word, fashions people out of clay, gives birth to people, delivers humans out of the womb, plants a garden, and causes the earth to produce animal and plant life. Each of these metaphors has its basis in a culturally shared perception of reality that can be elucidated by the creation model reconstructed in the previous chapter. This thesis will be discussed and illustrated in the following sections. At this juncture, however, attention needs to be turned to the character of these metaphors and the significance of these similarities.


  Biblical scholars have long noted that the biblical descriptions of creation have numerous similarities with other ancient Near Eastern creation myths. In fact, many scholars would acknowledge the resemblances listed above, but few attribute any significance to these parallels. Scholars have rather chosen to emphasize the uniqueness of the Bible’s views of creation, focusing on how it differs from other ancient Near Eastern literature. Until recently, the predominant view of biblical scholars has been that the Israelites appropriated the alien creation myths and metaphors of their Near Eastern neighbors, but in so doing, they transformed this material in a profound way.


  The close similarities between the biblical and other ancient Near Eastern creation myths were first analyzed by Hermann Gunkel. He argued that the numerous biblical passages that allude to God’s defeat of the sea-dragon or separation of the waters, especially Genesis 1, have their origin in the Chaoskampf – best exemplified by Marduk’s battle and victory over Tiamat in the Enuma Elish. This myth was borrowed by the Israelites and transferred to Yahweh, the God of Israel, but in the process this conflict was stripped of most of its mythological and polytheistic character. According to Gunkel, early adaptations of the conflict myth have survived in a number of poetic fragments in the Bible (Pss 74:13–14; 89:9–10; Isa 51:9–10). These fragments, attesting to an early poetic recension, still exhibit some mythological flavor, but by the time of the myth’s final reworking in Genesis 1, Gunkel maintained that it had been completely “Judaicized.”


  Because Gunkel intended to demonstrate Israel’s dependency on Babylonian mythology for its understanding of creation, he placed emphasis on the similarities between the biblical creation myths and the Enuma Elish. Although Gunkel could not ignore the Bible’s differences with the Enuma Elish, and so characterized Genesis 1 as a more profound presentation of creation, he valued the Bible’s Babylonian heritage. As he himself pointed out, “one does no honor to his parents by thinking poorly of his ancestors” (47). The scholars that have followed Gunkel, however, have not shared his respect for the ancient Near Eastern creation myths. Building on Gunkel’s own observations, they have typically argued that the biblical creation myths and metaphors were foreign imports that had to be sanitized so that they could be acceptably employed in the presentation of the biblical faith. In contrast to Gunkel, these scholars have tended to emphasize the differences between the biblical and other ancient Near Eastern creation myths in order to demonstrate the superiority of the biblical faith.


  For example, Walther Eichrodt devoted a chapter in his influential Theology of the Old Testament to “Cosmology and Creation” in which he argued extensively for the distinctive character of the Israelite belief in creation (1967: 93–117). According to Eichrodt, the central distinction between the Israelite view of creation and the Babylonian view of creation, as preserved in the Enuma Elish, concerns the relationship of the deity to nature:


  Whereas Israel’s covenant God makes himself known in personal and moral action, and can therefore be experienced as spiritual personality independent of Nature, the Babylonian conception of God remains bogged down in naturalism. The Babylonian epic of the origin of the universe is an explicit Nature myth, in which natural forces are personified and made to play an active part. Hence the gods are not eternal, but emerge like everything else from the chaotic primordial matter. By the same token there is also no possibility of overcoming polytheism and its religious fragmentation; the diversity of Nature has obscured the uniqueness of the Creator. Hence the creating deity must remain a Demiurge, with quasi-human features, fashioning whatever material is available (1967: 116).


  In contrast to the Babylonian cosmology, Eichrodt emphasized that the Bible states that God is completely autonomous from the natural world; the creation is rather dependent upon God and so is subject to the will of the creator. Because the God of the Bible acts independently on the creation, Eichrodt maintained that the creation is “from the very first integrated into a spiritual process in which each individual event acquires its value from the overall meaning of the whole; that is to say, into history” (1967: 100–1). In other words, the Enuma Elish simply describes in dramatic fashion the order and cycles of the natural world, whereas the biblical creation accounts (Eichrodt denied that they were myths!) present God’s first actions in the historical drama of salvation.


  The famous Israeli scholar Yehezkel Kaufmann similarly argued for a distinction between the biblical and non-biblical creation myths by focusing on the character of the gods of each. According to him, the ancient Near Eastern gods were the personal embodiments of the seminal forces of nature – gods of the sky, of the sun, of the earth, of the river, of the sea, of the storm, of the vegetation. The gods had their origin in the primordial matter of the cosmos and emerged from this matter through procreation. Thus, the gods were born from the same substance that formed the natural world, eliminating all boundaries between them and their creation (21–40). The God proclaimed by the Bible, however, is vastly different.


  The basic idea of Israelite religion is that God is supreme over all. There is no realm above or beside him to limit his absolute sovereignty. He is utterly distinct from, and other than, the world; he is subject to no laws, no compulsions, or powers that transcend him. He is, in short, non-mythological (60).


  The implication of Kaufmann’s assessment, of course, is that the biblical creation accounts are different in their essential character from the ancient Near Eastern creation myths.


  The most prominent and prolific interpreter of creation in the Bible from the previous generation was Bernhard Anderson. Like the scholars who preceded him, Anderson was concerned to describe the uniqueness of the Israelite view of creation. In his influential book entitled Creation Versus Chaos, popular with both scholarly and general audiences, he argued that the uniqueness of creation in the Bible can be attributed to Israel’s exclusive emphasis on God’s activity in human history. Unlike the creation myths of the ancient Near East, and the Enuma Elish in particular, that served to express the human condition within the recurrent cycles of nature, creation in the biblical tradition was historicized.


  Anderson argued that the ancient Near Eastern cultures interpreted the rhythms of nature according to a cosmic drama that was structured on the pattern: creation, lapse, restoration. In the beginning the creator-god defeated the powers of chaos and established order. But the powers of chaos were not eliminated; they were merely confined within certain boundaries. Consequently, these chaotic powers were able eventually to break through the boundaries and to reassert their dominance over the creation. Order reverted to confusion. The creator-god continually had to do battle with chaos, renewing creation with each victory. In nature this drama was manifest in the changing of the seasons, from the fertility of the agricultural season to the sterility of the hot, dry summer. In the religious practices of the people, this drama was reenacted each year at the New Year festival by reciting the creation myth. Each year Marduk defeated Tiamat again in order to reestablish the created order. This New Year festival, according to Anderson, was the means by which the ancients remained in harmony with the rhythms of nature. “Each year man, along with the cosmos, falls away from reality and must be purified and reborn. But at the turn of the New Year the victory over chaos is won again and the world is renewed” (1987: 29). With the securing of nature at the Near Year, human life and peace were also secured.


  The Israelites, in contrast, recited a historical drama. According to Anderson, Israel did not experience the reality of God in the natural cycles but in historical events. “Israel came to know the reality of God in the realm of the profane, the secular, the historical. And the consequence of this ‘knowledge of God’ . . . was that the realm of nature, which ancient people regarded as sacred, was desacralized, or emptied of divinity” (1987: 31). Rather than celebrate the establishment of the natural order, the Israelites chose to remember and celebrate events which happened at a definite place and time. Although they too were dependent upon the rhythms of nature for survival, they “broke with paganism, and its mythical view of reality, at the crucial point: nature is not the realm of the divine. The God Israel worships is the Lord of nature, but he is not the soul of nature” (1987: 32). Thus Anderson claimed that Israel’s idea of creation was transformed from a mythical event to a historical event, and the creation stories themselves attest to this. They are inseparably bound to the historical narratives which follow them. Set in the form of historical accounts, their primary purpose is to describe the beginning of a historical process that God is directing toward its fulfillment.


  From this brief, representative survey it should be clear that previous scholarship attributed little significance to the Bible’s creation myths and metaphors. Although these metaphors and myths appear to resemble their Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and Canaanite counterparts, numerous scholars have argued that these similarities are superficial because the Israelites demythologized them, stripping them of much of their cosmogonic meaning, and employed them in historical contexts. One scholar even argued that these metaphors do not refer to creation in any meaningful sense. They were merely convenient figures of speech, borrowed from neighboring cultures, that Israel used to illustrate Yahweh’s saving activity, but Israel never felt any religious reality behind them (McCarthy, 1967). More recent scholarship, however, has rejected these conclusions by challenging their basic assumptions.


  The common devaluation of the Bible’s creation metaphors and myths has been based on two assumptions: First, in contrast to the nature gods of the other ancient Near Eastern cultures, the God of Israel acts in history; and second, the biblical literature has a historical rather than a mythological character. But these assumptions cannot be sustained by a close examination of the evidence. In other words, one cannot account for the differences between the Israelite and neighboring cultures according to the distinction between history and nature.


  Although many of the gods of the ancient Near Eastern cultures were associated with some phenomenon of the natural world,1 it is doubtful that all were identified completely with the natural phenomenon. In reference to the Mesopotamian cultures, Thorkild Jacobsen insisted that the gods were not simply the personification of nature:


  It is not correct to say that each phenomenon was a person; we must say that there was a will and a personality in each phenomenon – in it and yet somehow behind it, for the single concrete phenomenon did not completely circumscribe and exhaust the will and personality associated with it (1946: 131).2


  The object or phenomenon of nature was perceived to be a manifestation of the divine presence, a theophany, but the deity itself remained transcendent and independent of its representation (Jacobsen, 1970: 320–21).


  Some of the ancient Near Eastern gods were embodiments of the elements of nature, but many like the God of Israel transcended the natural world. It is simply incorrect to assume that the biblical creation myths and metaphors must be different from their ancient Near Eastern counterparts because the Bible’s creator-god remains distinct from the creation. From this perspective, Yahweh is no different from El, Baal, Marduk, Enki, Nintur, Atum, Ptah, or Khnum. Moreover, recent studies have demonstrated that Israel’s Near Eastern neighbors also believed that their gods acted in human history (Albrektson; Gnuse, 1989). It cannot be argued that the God of Israel alone acts in human history, or that Israel’s view of creation is unique because Yahweh does act in history. The assumption that the Bible presents a god of history in contrast to the nature gods of Israel’s neighbors is unsubstantiated.


  The character of the biblical literature, whether it is mythological or historical, is largely an issue of definition and perspective. Some scholars have defined myth in such a way that its presence in the Bible is precluded. This type of definition, however, is unhelpful for it obscures the similarities that the Bible shares with other literature. Similarly, the distinction between myth and history, as these terms have been employed by biblical scholars, tends to distort the character of each. Myth and history are often interrelated in that myth can be set in historical guise and history can have a mythic dimension (Roberts). Myth and history do not prove to be valid criteria for distinguishing between the biblical and non-biblical literature of the ancient Near East.


  Interpreting Creation in the Bible


  In light of the discussion in the previous section, how should we interpret creation in the Bible? First, we cannot ignore or minimize the similarities between the biblical creation myths and metaphors and their Near Eastern counterparts. The cross-cultural model of creation that we reconstructed in the previous chapter suggests a significant degree of cultural continuity among the various ancient Near Eastern cultures. Each culture’s views of creation were based on the same basic conception of reality. Moreover, the correspondence of the Bible’s creation metaphors to this creation model suggests that there was a cultural continuity between Israel and its neighbors.


  The traditional scholarly explanation for the similarities between Israel’s and its neighbors’ creation metaphors has been that Israel borrowed from or was influenced by the alien ideas of its neighbors. However, this explanation in itself is inadequate, for it does not elucidate the mechanism by which the Israelites borrowed or were influenced. Recent studies on the origin of the Israelites, on the other hand, emphasize the cultural affinities they shared with the inhabitants of the eastern Mediterranean, indicating that they were probably indigenous to the region themselves, making such borrowing or influence unnecessary (see the survey by Gnuse [1991] and the synthesis by Coote). An alternative explanation for these similarities is offered by the creation model. This common creation model suggests that the Israelites shared a similar conception of reality, rooted in basic experiences of the human body and the earth, as their ancient Near Eastern neighbors. Indeed, the Israelites were part of the larger ancient Near Eastern cultural milieu in that they shared similar understandings of the world with their neighbors. The differences between the Bible and other Near Eastern literature can only be understood from within the context of their similarities. These differences reflect the cultural particularities of each people, not extensively different and unrelated cultures.


  Second, we must take seriously the metaphorical character of the biblical references to creation. They should not simply be dismissed as convenient figures of speech or hollow tropes, as if they were historicized “useful fictions.” They are not mere illustrations. As metaphors, they were used to convey significant analogies, and we must interpret them as such in order to understand their meanings.


  As outlined in the Introduction, von Rad observed that Israel’s belief in creation was expressed as an independent doctrine in the Bible only in a few late wisdom texts that exhibit Egyptian influence (1984a). His observation that Israel’s belief in creation rarely occurs as an independent doctrine remains valid, though many of his conclusions derived from this observation – namely, that Israel’s belief in creation was a late development, subordinate to the doctrine of salvation – can no longer be accepted.3 But this observation is not surprising; there were few creation myths in the ancient Near East in which the creation of the world was considered for its own sake. Most creation myths served political, cultic, or etiological purposes; they were used to justify the exaltation of a certain deity or temple, or to explain the present state of affairs. The Enuma Elish, for example, was primarily concerned with the elevation of Babylon and its cult of Marduk over the older Mesopotamian cities and cults. Similarly, most of the Egyptian creation myths were employed for some cultic or ritual function. The Israelites also repeatedly used creation metaphors in extraneous (i.e., non-creation) contexts, but in so doing, they did not devalue creation or strip the metaphors of their metaphorical character. Rather, they used creation metaphors to ascribe cosmological significance to the new contexts – to place the extraneous material within the context of God’s activity in creation. The lack of an independent doctrine of creation in the Bible has no bearing on the significance that the Israelites placed on creation.


  Rather than presenting creation for its own sake,4 the biblical authors regularly employed creation metaphors in order to put their subject matter within the context of God’s activity in creation. The use of these metaphors indicates that there is some analogy between creation and the subject matter to which the metaphors relate. The subject of most of the passages containing creation metaphors is either the human condition – the status of humankind in relation to God – or God’s activity in the redemption of Israel. By using creation metaphors to express these subjects, the biblical authors have presented the human condition and redemption in terms of God’s activity in creation. In other words, humankind’s status in relation to God and God’s activity in redemption are analogous to his relationship to and activity in creation. Creation in the Bible therefore serves as a paradigm or model of the human condition and of redemption.


  Creation as the Paradigm of the Human Condition


  Like their Near Eastern counterparts, the Bible’s creation metaphors also tend to separate out into two distinct traditions: One tradition follows the internal perspective of the creation model and uses metaphors connected to birth and plant growth, whereas the other tradition follows the external perspective and uses metaphors related to order and differentiation. Whereas God’s redemption of Israel is expressed with metaphors reflective of both the internal and the external perspective of the model, the human condition is expressed only by metaphors reflective of the internal perspective. The Bible uses metaphors connected with human birth and plant growth to describe the status of humans in relation to God: Humans are utterly dependent upon the creator who brings both infants from the womb and plants from the earth.


  Metaphors of the Birth Process


  Human dependency upon God is illustrated in several narrative tales that describe God’s power over the womb. God closes the womb of Rachel (Gen 30:2), but opens the womb of Leah (Gen 29:31–35). In due time, God opens Rachel’s womb as well (Gen 30:22). Similarly, God had closed the womb of Hannah, but opens her womb after hearing her petition (1 Sam 1). God closes the wombs of the women in the house of Abimelech because Abimelech had taken Sarah as a wife (Gen 20:18). God causes both Sarah and Rebekah to conceive after having been barren (Gen 21:2; 25:21). Although none of these passages describe creation itself, they all employ the creation metaphor of God working in the womb – by opening or closing the womb – in order to emphasize the human condition. All of these tales illustrate that God, the creator, is in control of human reproduction, and thus humans are dependent upon God for their very being. Humans are only creatures whom the creator has brought into existence.


  In addition to controlling the opening of the womb, numerous biblical passages describe God actively working in the womb by forming the fetus. The call of Jeremiah attests to this:


  Before I formed you in the womb I knew you,


  and before you were born I consecrated you;


  I appointed you a prophet to the nations.


  (Jeremiah 1:5)


  Not only Jeremiah’s existence, but also his profession is attributed to God’s activity in the womb. By juxtaposing Jeremiah’s call to prophesy with God’s activity in the womb, the text emphasizes Jeremiah’s dependency on God. Just as Jeremiah had no role in his birth, so also he had no choice in being a prophet. Jeremiah’s life and destiny are in God’s control. As a result, when Jeremiah is tormented by the burden of his profession, he curses the day of his birth: It would have been better to have been killed in the womb so that his mother would have been his grave than to come forth from the womb to spend his days in shame (Jer 20:13–18). Similarly, the anonymous prophet of the exile known as Second Isaiah5 likens the servant to one who was destined while still a fetus in the womb:


  1The LORD called me before I was born,


  while I was in my mother’s womb he named me. . .


  5And now the LORD says,


  who formed me in the womb to be his servant,


  to bring Jacob back to him,


  and that Israel might be gathered to him. . .


  (Isaiah 49:1, 5)


  Like Jeremiah, the servant’s mission has been directed by God from birth, and God’s claim on the servant is that God created the servant by forming him in the womb.


  One of the Bible’s most profound statements on the human condition is in the dialogues of the book of Job. In this context, Job questions why God has caused his sufferings, but at the same time, Job recognizes his absolute dependency on God:


  8Your hand fashioned and made me;


  and now you turn and destroy me.


  9Remember that you fashioned me like clay;


  and will you turn me to dust again?


  10Did you not pour me out like milk


  and curdle me like cheese?


  11You clothed me with skin and flesh,


  and knit me together with bones and sinews.


  (Job 10:8–11)


  Job confesses that he is the handiwork of God. Note that God’s activity in the womb is compared to the work of a potter. This metaphor is based on the analogous relationship between the human body and the earth that is illustrated in the creation model. The earth, when it is personified, serves as a womb in which the fetus gestates. The task of a potter in shaping and fashioning clay is thus analogous to the growth and development of the fetus within the womb. This passage from Job, however, does not describe God’s creation of humankind, but rather God’s activity in the birth of the single human Job. Unlike the creation of humans in Atrahasis or Enki and Ninmah, Job was not born out of the earth but from a human womb. Nevertheless, this creation metaphor is employed in order to give cosmological significance to Job’s human condition. By highlighting how God shaped Job in the womb from the material of the earth, this creation metaphor further emphasizes the fragile nature of human existence and human dependency on God.


  Humans are like a clay vessel fashioned by a potter. If the potter chooses, the vessel can be smashed into the dust from which it came. Job concludes, then, that he has no recourse against God. How can the vessel challenge its maker? Such human impotence finally leads Job to question the value of life:


  18Why did you bring me forth from the womb?


  Would that I had died before any eye had seen me,


  19and were as though I had not been,


  carried from the womb to the grave.


  (Job 10:18–19)


  If God can act indiscriminately, then surely human life is worthless, for humans as the creation of God are subject to the creator’s every whim.


  At the end of the book of Job (chaps. 38–42), Yahweh addresses Job out of a whirlwind. But God does not defend his actions with regard to Job, nor does God answer Job’s challenge concerning why he suffers. Rather, God questions Job on the matters of creation. Job had presumed to understand the nature of the created order. He had presumed that God’s actions were unjustified, that God placed no purpose in Job’s sufferings. But Job as part of the creation is incapable of understanding the purposes of the creator. With every question about the creation Job finds himself unable to respond until at last he confesses:


  2I know that you can do all things,


  and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted. . .


  3Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand,


  things too wonderful for me which I did not know.


  (Job 42:2–3)


  Not only are the human creatures unable to challenge the creator, the speeches of Yahweh further claim that humans are also incapable of comprehending God’s purposes for creation.


  In contrast to human ignorance of God’s ways, God is intimately familiar with humans. The psalmist proclaims:


  2You know when I sit down and when I rise up;


  you discern my thoughts from far away.


  3You search out my path and my lying down,


  and are acquainted with all my ways.


  (Psalm 139:2–3)


  God knows the depths of human thought and the intent of human actions. Moreover, the psalmist claims that humans remain continually under God’s watchful presence; they are unable to escape from God. What accounts for God’s encompassing knowledge and presence? God is the creator! Because God created humans, nothing they think or do is beyond God’s grasp.


  13For it was you who formed my inward parts;


  you knit me together in my mother’s womb.


  14I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.


  Wonderful are your works;


  that I know very well.


  15My frame was not hidden from you,


  when I was being made in secret,


  intricately woven in the depths of the earth.


  (Psalm 139:13–15)


  God is intimately familiar with humans because God formed them in their mothers’ wombs. The creation metaphor of God working in the womb serves to root this feature of the human condition in the creation itself. The cosmological significance of the human condition is further emphasized by the connection between the mother’s womb and the depths of the earth. Through this analogy – reflecting the microcosm/macrocosm relationship between the human body and the earth – the psalmist implies that God’s activity in the human womb is a replication of God’s activity in creating humans from the womb of the earth.


  Humans, being what they are, try to escape their human condition by throwing off their dependency on God. The prophets of Israel continually condemn the people for following their own ways rather than the ways of God. One particular oracle of judgment that is important for our purposes again connects the human condition with God’s activity in creation:


  15Ha! You who hide a plan too deep for the LORD,


  whose deeds are in the dark,


  and who say, “Who sees us? Who knows us?”


  16You turn things upside down!


  Shall the potter be regarded as the clay?


  Shall the thing made say of its maker,


  “He did not make me”;


  or the thing formed say of the one who formed it,


  “He has no understanding”?


  (Isaiah 29:15–16)


  The prophet Isaiah mocks human attempts to act autonomously, to live in opposition to God’s desires. Such behavior is compared to the absurdity of confusing the creator with the creation. Because God has created humans, they are dependent upon him.


  The metaphor of a potter fashioning clay is also taken up by the prophet Jeremiah in order to condemn the people’s rebellion against their creator, but in this passage the metaphor has been fully abstracted from its original creation context.


  3I went down to the potter’s house, and there he was working at his wheel. 4The vessel he was making of clay was spoiled in the potter’s hand, and he reworked it into another vessel, as seemed good to him. 5Then the word of the LORD came to me: 6Can I not do with you, O house of Israel, just as the potter has done? says the LORD. Just like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel. . . 11Look, I am a potter shaping evil against you. Turn now, all of you from your evil way, and amend your ways and your doings.


  (Jeremiah 18:3–6, 11)


  Like a potter who shapes a vessel in any way that seems desirable, Yahweh can act however he chooses on the world scene. Implicit in this metaphor is the relationship between the creator and its creation. The people of Israel, and humans in general, are merely the creation of God, and thus are dependent upon the creator.


  Another oracle, addressed to the people of Judah who were exiled in Babylon, elucidates the analogous relationship between the work of a potter, the birth process, and God’s activity in creation:


  9Woe to you who strive with your Maker,


  earthen vessels with the potter!


  Does the clay say to the one who fashions it, “What are you making”?


  or “Your work has no handles”?


  10Woe to anyone who says to a father, “What are you begetting?”


  or to a woman, “With what are you in labor?”


  11Thus says the LORD,


  the Holy One of Israel, and its Maker:


  Will you question me about my children,


  or command me concerning the work of my hands?


  12I made the earth,


  and created humankind upon it;


  it was my hands that stretched out the heavens,


  and I commanded all their host.


  (Isaiah 45:9–12)


  Second Isaiah had proclaimed that God was about to save the people in exile by the hand of Cyrus, king of the Persian empire (Isa 45:1–7).5But the people evidently did not accept this message. Perhaps they doubted God’s power to effect change in history; perhaps they doubted God’s choice of Cyrus to inaugurate the change. In any case, the people deny God the ability to act in the creation. Therefore, the prophet rebukes the people. Using explicit parental metaphors, Second Isaiah proclaims that Yahweh is the creator, humans are merely the creation. How dare they call God’s power into question! As the creator, God can shape human affairs and history according to God’s own purposes. In fact, God’s control over creation will be demonstrated by Cyrus’s liberation of the exiles for no other purpose than God’s desire (Isa 45:13).


  All of the previous examples use creation metaphors to describe God working in the womb. Other biblical metaphors following the internal perspective of the creation model present God as both a midwife and mother. In Psalm 22, for example, the psalmist refers to God as a midwife. This Psalm is an individual lament in which the psalmist bemoans his plight. He is surrounded and tormented by enemies, and feels abandoned by God: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Ps 22:1). But rather than reject God, the psalmist recognizes his dependency upon God, and thus employs the metaphor of a midwife in order to recall God’s prior protection and so plead for God’s present help:


  9Yet it was you who took me from the womb;


  you kept me safe on my mother’s breast.


  10On you I was cast from my birth,


  and since my mother bore me, you have been my God.


  11Do not be far from me,


  for trouble is near


  and there is no one to help.


  (Psalm 22:9–11)


  God’s activity in creation is comparable to Nintu-Mami’s role in the Atrahasis myth. God serves as a midwife to deliver humans from the womb of the earth. In this psalm, however, this creation metaphor is put in the context of the psalmist’s own birth in order to root his vulnerable plight in the human condition. Just as a newborn is dependent upon a midwife to bring it from the womb so that it might live, so also the psalmist is dependent upon God for deliverance.


  Psalm 22 also employs a maternal metaphor for God. Verse 9 describes how the psalmist was taken from the womb by God and placed on his mother’s breasts. But in verse 10 it is on God that the psalmist is placed. The poetry implies that God is the mother from whose womb the psalmist was born (Trible, 1978: 60–61). This passage implies that the psalmist is also dependent upon God like a child on its mother.


  Elsewhere, God is explicitly described as the mother who gave birth to the people of Israel. In Deuteronomy 32 the history of Israel is reviewed, both God’s actions on behalf of Israel and Israel’s repeated rejection of God. This review culminates in an indictment in which Israel’s apostasy is compared to a child who forgets its mother:


  You were unmindful of the Rock that bore you;


  you forgot the God who gave you birth.


  (Deuteronomy 32:18)


  In a strikingly different context, Moses rebukes God for neglecting to care for the people of Israel as a mother should care for her child:


  11Moses said to the LORD, “Why have you treated your servant so badly? Why have I not found favor in your sight, that you lay the burden of all this people on me? 12Did I conceive all this people? Did I give birth to them, that you should say to me, ‘Carry them in your bosom, as a nurse carries a sucking child,’ to the land that you promised on oath to their ancestors?”


  (Numbers 11:11–12)


  In both of these passages, the relationship between God and the people of Israel is compared to a mother and her child. This dependent relationship requires certain responsibilities from both sides. Israel, the creation of God, should be faithful to God just as a child is naturally drawn to its mother. Conversely, God as the creator and mother of Israel has the responsibility of providing for Israel’s basic needs. The creator has an obligation toward the creation.


  God’s care for the creation is the flip side of the human condition. Because humans are the creation of God, they are ultimately dependent upon God for their existence, and so God must nourish, comfort, and protect them. In this tradition, Second Isaiah compares God’s love and care for his people to a mother’s care for the child of her womb. The people of Judah had been exiled to Babylon, and as a result, they questioned God’s care for them. Had God abandoned them? To these people the anonymous prophet offers a message of hope:


  Can a woman forget her nursing child


  or show no compassion for the child of her womb?


  Even these may forget,


  yet I will not forget you.


  (Isaiah 49:15)


  Because God had given birth to Israel, God could not abandon them. Despite the present circumstances, God will show compassion on the people. Note that Second Isaiah acknowledges the imperfection of this creation metaphor. Human mothers might in fact abandon their children, but God’s compassion for his offspring far surpasses the compassion of human mothers. God will never abandon his people.


  Similarly, God is described not only as the one who bore the people of Israel from the womb, but also the one who carries them throughout their life:


  3Listen to me, O house of Jacob,


  all the remnant of the house of Israel,


  who have been borne by me from your birth,


  carried from the womb;


  4even to you old age I am he,


  even when you turn gray I will carry you.


  I have made, and I will bear;


  I will carry and will save.


  (Isaiah 46:3–4)


  As the creator, God is responsible for the creation, and so carries his people like a mother carries her child. But unlike a mother, God continues to carry his people even into old age.


  Agricultural Metaphors


  The birth of an infant from its mother’s womb is analogous to the sprouting of vegetation from the earth. According to the creation model, these two processes have a microcosm/macrocosm relationship, demonstrated by the several ancient Near Eastern references to humans sprouting from the earth or being fashioned from clay. This relationship also occurs in the Bible. Psalm 139, for example, compares the mother’s womb with the depths of the earth. The frequent references to God fashioning humans from clay stem from the same basic analogy between the earth and the womb. This metaphorical relationship between humans and plants is also used to emphasize the final product of growth rather than the initial germination or the process of growth. Humans are thus compared with grass, various sorts of trees, and vines (Frymer-Kensky, 1987b).


  In the Bible grass serves as a dominant metaphor for expressing the fragility and impermanence of the human condition. Just as grass quickly withers and is easily destroyed, so humans are powerless in the presence of God.


  5You sweep them away; they are like a dream,


  like grass that is renewed in the morning;


  6in the morning it flourishes and is renewed;


  in the evening it fades and withers.


  (Psalm 90:5–6)


  Humans are impermanent like grass; they are here today but gone tomorrow.


  15As for mortals, their days are like grass;


  they flourish like a flower of the field;


  16for the wind passes over it, and it is gone,


  and its place knows it no more.


  (Psalm 103:15–16)


  Moreover, grass serves as an appropriate metaphor to contrast the impermanence of humankind with the permanence of God:


  6All people are grass


  their constancy is like the flower of the field.


  7The grass withers, the flower fades,


  when the breath of the LORD blows upon it;


  surely the people are grass.


  8The grass withers, the flower fades;


  but the word of our God will stand forever.


  (Isaiah 40:6–8)


  In contrast to grass, trees may be used as metaphors to describe whether or not people are faithful to their creator. Those who avoid sin and delight in the law of God are compared to a healthy, fruitful tree:


  They are like trees


  planted by streams of water,


  which yield their fruit in its season,


  and their leaves do not wither.


  (Psalm 1:3)


  Similarly, those who trust in God are blessed:


  They shall be like a tree planted by water,


  sending out its roots by the stream.


  It shall not fear when heat comes,


  and its leaves shall stay green;


  in the year of drought it is not anxious,


  and it does not cease to bear fruit.


  (Jeremiah 17:8)


  However, those who do not trust in God, those who have rejected the ways of God and have followed their own desire, are cursed.


  They shall be like a shrub in the desert,


  and shall not see when relief comes.


  They shall live in the parched places of the wilderness,


  in an uninhabited salt land.


  (Jeremiah 17:6)


  Each of these metaphors serves as a paradigm of the human condition, illustrating human dependency upon God. Humans are like trees that are dependent upon God who provides water and nutrients for growth. If humans follow the ways of God, they will be luxuriant and fruitful, resilient even to drought. But if humans reject God, they also reject their creator. Thus God will withhold from them the basic necessities of life. They will be like a shrub in the desert without water, bearing little foliage.


  As the creator, God plants humans in the ground and nurtures their growth. But if the human-plant does not produce or is displeasing to God, the creator has the prerogative to uproot the plant. This relationship between the plant and the one who plants it thus became a fitting metaphor to describe God’s relationship to Israel.


  16The LORD once called you, “A green olive tree, fair with goodly fruit” but with the roar of a great tempest he will set fire to it, and its branches will be consumed. 17The LORD of hosts, who planted you, has pronounced evil against you, because of the evil that the house of Israel and the house of Judah have done, provoking me to anger by making offerings to Baal.


  (Jeremiah 11:16–17)


  God planted Israel and it grew into a lush olive tree. But Israel turned away from God to follow Baal; Israel rejected the creator that planted and nurtured it. As a result, God will destroy Israel by burning the tree to the ground.


  A similar use of the plant metaphor is found in the “Song of the Vineyard.” In this song Israel is compared to a vine that God planted with the hope that it would produce sweet grapes for wine:


  1My beloved had a vineyard


  on a very fertile hill.


  2He dug it and cleared it of stones,


  and planted it with choice vines;


  he built a watchtower in the midst of it,


  and hewed out a wine vat in it;


  he expected it to yield grapes,


  but it yielded wild grapes.


  (Isaiah 5:1–2)


  God, as the creator who had planted Israel, had done all that could be expected from a good farmer. God started with fertile soil and planted the best vines. God worked the field so that the vines’ roots would be unencumbered. Nevertheless, the vines did not produce good fruit; Israel did not remain faithful to its creator. Consequently, God will destroy his vineyard. If it cannot produce the good fruit for which it was planted, it is good for nothing.


  5And now I will tell you


  what I will do to my vineyard.


  I will remove its hedge,


  and it shall be devoured;


  I will break down its wall,


  and it shall be trampled down.


  6I will make it a waste;


  it shall not be pruned or hoed,


  and it shall be overgrown with briers and thorns;


  I will also command the clouds


  that they rain no rain upon it.


  (Isaiah 5:5–6)


  Regardless of the extraneous context in which it is employed, each of the creation metaphors discussed above serves as a paradigm of the human condition. The status of humankind in relation to God is presented in terms of God’s relationship to the creation. Because God is the creator and humans are the creation, humans are utterly dependent upon God. Each of the metaphors emphasizes this dependency as the basic characteristic of the human condition: Humans are like vessels in relation to God the potter; humans are dependent upon God who fashioned them in the womb, or gave birth to them; and humans are like plants that are dependent upon the creator that planted them. Moreover, each of these metaphors is based on a culturally shared perception of reality that can be explained in terms of our reconstructed ancient Near Eastern creation model.


  Creation as the Paradigm of Redemption


  The biblical creation myths and metaphors are also employed as paradigms of God’s activity in the redemption of Israel.6 In the same way that God created the world and humankind, God will redeem the people of Israel. Redemption is likened to a new creation. The metaphors used to describe God’s redemption of Israel can be explained in terms of both the internal and the external perspective of the creation model. According to the internal perspective, God is a mother or midwife who is about to give birth to a redeemed Israel from the womb. God’s redeeming activity is also described in terms of God planting the people in the land. From the external perspective, God is presented as a warrior who battles against the chaos that threatens to undermine the created order. In both cases creation myths and metaphors are employed in order to give cosmological significance to God’s redemption of Israel.


  Agricultural Metaphors


  Second Isaiah compares Israel’s redemption to plants that sprout from the earth:


  Shower, O heavens, from above,


  and let the skies rain down righteousness;


  let the earth open, that salvation may spring up,


  and let it cause righteousness to sprout up also;


  I the LORD have created it.


  (Isaiah 45:8)


  God has created a fertile earth that produces vegetation when the heavens shower upon it. In the same way God’s creative activity produces salvation for his people.


  Other prophets also use agricultural metaphors to liken God’s redemption of Israel to a new creation. Amos compares Israel to a new plant:


  I will plant them upon their land


  and they shall never again be plucked up


  out of the land that I have given them,


  says the LORD your God.


  (Amos 9:15)


  Similarly, Jeremiah compares Israel to a plant: “I will rejoice in doing good to them, and I will plant them in this land in faithfulness, with all my heart and all my soul” (Jer 32:41). In a different course, Jeremiah likens the people of Israel and Judah to a land that God is going to replant:


  27The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will sow the house of Israel and the house of Judah with the seed of humans and the seed of animals. 28And just as I have watched over them to pluck up and break down, to overthrow, destroy, and bring evil, so I will watch over them to build and to plant, says the LORD.


  (Jeremiah 31:27–28)


  The Babylonians, at God’s direction, had devastated the land of Israel. The people and their livestock had been slaughtered. But in coming days God will redeem Israel by bringing new life to it like a newly planted field, sowing it with seed to produce humans and animals.


  Because Israel had sinned against God, the prophets had announced the coming of God’s judgment. As discussed in the previous section, Israel was compared to a plant or tree that God would burn to the ground (Jer 11:16–17) or devastate (Isa 5:5–6). However, when God redeems his people, they are compared to a well-rooted tree that produces abundant fruit:


  In days to come Jacob shall take root,


  Israel shall blossom and put forth shoots,


  and fill the whole world with fruit.


  (Isaiah 27:6)


  In the context of this oracle God’s role in the redemption of Israel is described only in terms of a keeper and guard of a vineyard (Isa 27:2–3). In a similar oracle, God’s redeeming activity is compared to elements of the creation itself. God will be the dew and the shade of a tree so that the normally short-lived flowers of the lily (Zohary: 176), likened to Israel, can blossom and flourish:


  5I will be like the dew to Israel;


  he shall blossom like the lily,


  he shall strike root like the forests of Lebanon.


  6His shoots shall spread out;


  his beauty shall be like the olive tree,


  and his fragrance like that of Lebanon.


  7They shall again live beneath my shadow,


  they shall flourish as a garden;


  they shall blossom like the vine,


  their fragrance shall be like the wine of Lebanon.


  (Hosea 14:5–7)


  In a salvation oracle by Second Isaiah Israel’s redemption is again compared to the sprouting of a plant, but this redemption is placed in the context of God’s creation of Israel in the womb:


  2Thus says the LORD who made you,


  who formed you in the womb and will help you:


  Do not fear, O Jacob my servant,


  Jeshurun whom I have chosen.


  3For I will pour water on the thirsty land,


  and streams on the dry ground;


  I will pour my spirit upon your descendants,


  and my blessing on your offspring.


  4They shall spring up like a green tamarisk,


  like willows by flowing streams.


  (Isaiah 44:2–4)


  This text further demonstrates the microcosm/macrocosm relationship between the human body and the earth. Moreover, it explicitly demonstrates that creation serves as a paradigm of redemption. God created Israel by forming it in the womb (microcosm). In the same way, God will redeem Israel by causing it to germinate out of the earth (macrocosm). God will cause Israel to sprout up from the womb of the earth by supplying the water necessary for germination.


  Metaphors from the Birth Process


  God is described as a midwife who redeems Israel by delivering it from the womb of its mother. In Isaiah 66 Zion is presented as the mother who will swiftly bear a redeemed Israel with Yahweh’s aid:


  7Before she was in labor


  she gave birth;


  before her pain came upon her


  she delivered a son.


  8Who has heard such a thing?


  Who has seen such things?


  Shall a land be born in one day?


  Shall a nation be delivered in one moment?


  Yet as soon as Zion was in labor


  she delivered her children.


  9Shall I open the womb and not deliver?


  says the LORD;


  shall I, the one who delivers, shut the womb?


  says your God.


  (Isaiah 66:7–9)


  The poet in this text uses maternal metaphors to emphasize the certainty and the suddenness of God’s redemption of Israel. Just as no one expects a woman to deliver a baby before she goes into labor, so Israel’s redemption will be sudden and unexpected when Zion gives birth to Israel without labor. Israel’s redemption is also certain just as it is certain that a pregnant woman will deliver her child – once the birth process begins, it cannot be stopped. In this passage the personified Zion is the mother of Israel. But Zion is also the dwelling place of God, and serves as a symbol of God’s presence. Thus in a following verse, Yahweh takes on the role of Israel’s mother:


  As a mother comforts her child,


  so I will comfort you;


  you shall be comforted in Jerusalem.


  (Isaiah 66:13)


  As in Psalm 22, quoted above, God’s role in redemption shifts from the midwife who delivers Israel out of the womb to the comforting mother who raises and nurtures him.


  Second Isaiah compares God to a woman in labor in order to emphasize the imminence of God’s redemption of Israel:


  For a long time I have held my peace,


  I have kept still and restrained myself;


  now I will cry out like a woman in labor,


  I will gasp and pant.


  (Isaiah 42:14)


  During the people’s suffering in exile, God had been silent. But now God’s role in Israel’s situation is about to change. God’s silence is compared to a woman’s pregnancy. For nine months a woman waits for the fetus within her to develop, but when it develops and she goes into labor, the child must be born. Just as a woman who is in labor will soon and inevitably deliver the child, so God is about to save his people. God is about to give birth to a redeemed people; the redemption of Israel is likened to a new creation.


  Metaphors of Conflict


  In the verses surrounding the metaphor of God giving birth in Isaiah 42:14, creation metaphors reflective of the external perspective of the creation model are employed to accentuate further the cosmological significance of God’s redemption of Israel:


  13The LORD goes forth like a soldier


  like a warrior he stirs up his fury;


  he cries out, he shouts aloud,


  he shows himself mighty against his foes. . .


  15I will dry up mountains and hills,


  and dry up all their herbage;


  I will turn the rivers into coastlands,


  and dry up the pools.7


  16I will lead the blind


  by a road they do not know,


  by paths they have not known


  I will guide them.


  I will turn the darkness before them into light,


  the rough places into level ground.


  (Isaiah 42:13, 15–16)


  This juxtaposition between metaphors from the internal and the external perspectives of the creation model demonstrates that both of these types of metaphors have their unity in the single perception of reality that is elucidated by the creation model. Nevertheless, these metaphors tend to remain distinct as in this passage.


  Most of the biblical metaphors that are reflective of the external perspective of the creation model make up what has frequently been termed the conflict myth – the struggle between order and chaos. Although this myth varies in detail in each of its extant expressions, certain themes unambiguously signal its presence. Of primary importance is the battle between the deity and some antagonist. The basis of the external perspective of creation is the establishment of order, differentiation, and boundaries in the world. However, the antagonist – usually a personified element of the world such as the sea, drought, plague, pestilence, darkness, or death itself – poses a threat to the order of the world. This personified monster seeks to dismantle the boundaries of light and darkness, life and death; it disregards the differentiation between the seasons, between land and water, between nature and culture. The deity must defeat this monster in order to create the world. Through the deity’s victory, the chaotic element is confined within specified boundaries. The monster’s power against humankind and the earth is limited. The world is securely ordered.


  In the biblical literature the most complete form of the conflict myth includes a challenge to Yahweh’s kingship over creation, Yahweh’s march into battle as the divine warrior, the convulsions of the natural world in conjunction with Yahweh’s theophany, God’s defeat of the enemy, Yahweh’s victorious procession to his mountain sanctuary, God’s enthronement, a banquet celebration, and finally Yahweh’s creation and bestowal of peace on the earth (Cross, 1973: 91–111, 156–63; Hanson: 300–15). But often only a few of these motifs are employed. In the previously quoted passage from Isaiah 42, for example, God goes forth to battle against his enemies, the representatives of chaos (v. 13). The following verse (v. 15) then describes God’s securing of the created order by confining chaos within fixed limits. The sea which had overcome the land is forced back into its proper location with the result that the hill country and its vegetation becomes dry again and suitable for habitation. Similarly, pools of water in the land will be dried up so that the land can be used for agriculture or pasturage. The reference to God turning rivers into coastlands fits into this same motif: God will confine the waters to the edge of the coastland.


  In verse 16 the theme of the passage shifts from God’s activity in creation to God’s activity in redemption, but these themes are integrated in such a way that creation again serves as a paradigm of redemption. Specifically, God’s redemption of Israel is incorporated into the conflict myth as an aspect of God’s cosmogonic activity. God, who defeated his foes and so secured the land from the threatening sea, will lead his people in a victory procession from exile to the newly created land. God’s people are blind because they have failed to see and comprehend God’s activity in the world. Nevertheless, God will secure their redemption by removing all obstacles that stand in their way. The darkness that characterizes their blindness will be turned to light. The rough terrain that would hinder their journey will be turned into level ground.


  In the Bible’s use of the conflict myth God’s redemption of Israel is set explicitly within the context of God’s activity of creation. In each case, God’s redeeming work is described as a new creation, a new battle against chaos. Before we can proceed to illustrate God’s cosmogonic activity, an important caveat must be made. In God’s battle against chaos, whatever form it might take, God defeats but does not annihilate chaos. God merely confines or restricts chaos to fixed bounds. Chaos remains a latent element within the creation, ready to break its fetters and wreak havoc on the creation (Day: 88; Levenson, 1988: 3–50). Consequently, the Israelites, or their ancient Near Eastern neighbors for that matter, did not perceive the world as a static creation – created once at the beginning of time. The creation is repeatedly being threatened by chaotic forces, and so God, as its creator, must repeatedly fight in new cosmogonic battles. In the history of Israel, the people’s enemies were identified with chaos. All of Israel’s enemies were considered God’s enemies, and so also a threat to God’s kingship over creation. It is for this reason that the conflict myth served as an appropriate metaphor for describing God’s redemption of Israel. By redeeming Israel from its enemies, God was defeating the powers of chaos and restoring order to the world (Hiebert, 1992b: 877). Each act of redemption was considered a new creation.


  The classic biblical example of creation, presented with the metaphors of the conflict myth, that serves as a paradigm of redemption is the “Song of the Sea” in Exodus 15:1–18. This is an archaic poem celebrating Yahweh’s victory over Pharaoh and his army at the sea. Uncharacteristic of the Near Eastern conflict myth (as in the Enuma Elish or the Baal myth), but typical of the Bible’s presentation of this myth, chaos is symbolized by a historical foe, the king of Egypt (compare Fretheim’s interpretation of the role played by Pharaoh in the Exodus narratives [1991a]). The sea, which is ordinarily the symbol of chaos par excellence, in this poem serves primarily as the setting of the conflict. This observation has led numerous scholars to conclude that the Near Eastern conflict myth was historicized by Israel, stripped of its cosmological significance. These scholars claim that the myth was transformed from a myth of cosmic creation to an account of God’s creation of a historical people (Anderson, 1984b: 4–5; 1987 [1967]: 37–38).


  This interpretation of the “Song of the Sea” is problematic. As discussed earlier in this chapter, such an interpretation fails to reckon with the metaphorical character of the language. Cosmic metaphors are applied to an historical account in order to attribute cosmic meaning to the historic events. It does not diminish their cosmic character (Fretheim, 1991b: 357). Specifically, the cosmic metaphors in Exodus 15:1–18 place God’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt at the sea within the context of God’s activity in creation. Israel’s redemption is compared to a new creation. God engages in a cosmogonic battle against the enemy, Pharaoh, that poses a threat to the created order. The result of God’s victory is a redeemed people in an ordered world, secured from the threat of chaos (Fretheim, 1991b: 358–59).


  Most of the elements of the conflict myth are present in the “Song of the Sea.” The song begins with the adoration of God who has triumphed over Pharaoh and his army, the symbols of chaos. Like chaos which threatens the order of the world, Pharaoh and his policies have threatened the existence of God’s people. Therefore, God acts to secure the integrity of the creation, to redeem his people from the clutches of chaos. God marches out against Pharaoh like a warrior:


  3The LORD is a warrior;


  the LORD is his name.


  4Pharaoh’s chariots and his army he cast into the sea;


  his picked officers were sunk in the Red Sea.


  5The floods covered them;


  they went down into the depths like a stone.


  (Exodus 15:3–5)


  In this passage God’s actions are described in terms of casting the enemy into the sea. In the following verses God’s actions are more specifically associated with those of a storm-god, like Marduk or Baal:


  8At the blast of your nostrils the waters piled up,


  the floods stood up in a heap;


  the deeps foamed in the heart of the sea.8


  9The enemy said, “I will pursue, I will overtake,


  I will divide the spoil, my desire shall have its fill of them.


  I will draw my sword, my hand shall destroy them.”


  10You blew with your wind, the sea covered them;


  they sank like lead in the mighty waters. . .


  12You stretched out your right hand,


  the earth swallowed them.


  (Exodus 15:8–10, 12)


  The picture described in these verses is that of a storm-god who stirs up the sea so that it capsizes the boat on which the Egyptians are crossing. This is the characteristic language of the conflict myth in which the divine warrior uses the thunderstorm to defeat chaos. The result is that the Egyptians sink to the bottom of the sea and drown; they disappear into the sea as if they were swallowed by the earth.


  That the conflict myth has not simply been historicized should be clear from the manner by which God defeats the Egyptian army. God does not destroy the Egyptians by historical means, nor does God act exclusively in human history. Rather, God acts in creation and marshals the creation in the cosmogonic battle. The creation itself, through the form of a violent storm at sea, is used to defeat the threat to the created order. In this manner God demonstrates his kingship and supremacy over creation, and so redeems his people.


  Other elements of the conflict myth in the “Song of the Sea” include the procession of the people to Yahweh’s mountain sanctuary and the manifestation of God’s kingship:


  13In your steadfast love you led the people whom you redeemed;


  you guided them by your strength to your holy abode. . .


  17You brought them in and planted them on the mountain of your own possession,


  the place, O LORD, that you made your abode,


  the sanctuary, O LORD, that your hands have established.


  18The LORD will reign forever and ever.


  (Exodus 15:13, 17–18)


  Scholars dispute whether the sanctuary in this song is an early tribal sanctuary, such as Gilgal, or Solomon’s temple itself on Mount Zion. In any case, these references give further evidence for interpreting this song in light of the creation myth. God’s acts of redemption for his people – their deliverance from the control of the Egyptians, and guidance to and establishment in the promised land – typically viewed as “historical” acts, are presented according to the paradigm of creation. These events are thus given cosmological significance. Israel’s redemption is part of God’s new act of creation.


  It has long been an axiom of biblical theology that the exodus experience, God’s redemption of Israel at the sea, forms the core of the biblical faith. Although some scholars have begun to challenge this belief, its influence on later biblical thought is unquestionable. In particular, God’s cosmogonic victory over the Egyptians at the sea became the archetype for all of God’s battles against Israel’s enemies. Whenever the Israelites were oppressed by the more powerful nations around them, they looked for God to fight in a new cosmogonic battle on their behalf just as God had fought against the Egyptians. God’s activity in creation, as portrayed by the conflict myth, served as the paradigm of God’s repeated acts of redemption for Israel, and God’s victory at the sea was the preeminent example of this cosmogonic activity. Even in the “Song of the Sea” God’s defeat of Israel’s future enemies is foreshadowed:


  14The peoples heard, they trembled;


  pangs seized the inhabitants of Philistia.


  15Then the chiefs of Edom were dismayed;


  trembling seized the leaders of Moab;


  all the inhabitants of Canaan melted away.


  16Terror and dread fell upon them;


  by the might of your arm, they became still as stone


  until your people, O LORD, passed by,


  until the people whom you acquired passed by.


  (Exodus 15: 14–16)


  The message of the song is clear: Just as God defeated Pharaoh and his army at the sea, God conquered all Israel’s enemies in the battles of conquest, and so also God will defeat all of Israel’s future enemies. All of these battles are modeled on God’s victory over chaos in the primordial battle of creation.


  In the “Song of the Sea” God’s victory in the cosmogonic battle is celebrated by the Israelites as a present reality. God had defeated chaos so that the created order remained secure. But this was rarely the situation for the people of Israel. Frequently the world was not stable; God’s victory over chaos was not evident. God needed to be summoned to act as the creator rather than to be praised. In Psalm 74, for example, reference to God’s prior activity in creation serves as a subtle reproach for God’s failure to redeem his people from their present sufferings (Levenson, 1988: 23–25). This psalm is a national lament, probably written in response to the destruction of Jerusalem at the hand of the Babylonians in 587 BCE, though some scholars suggest a postexilic date. In any case, the psalmist repeatedly questions the lack of God’s redeeming action on behalf of his afflicted people:


  1O God, why do you cast us off forever?


  Why does your anger smoke against the sheep of your pasture?


  2Remember your congregation, which you acquired long ago,


  which you redeemed to be the tribe of your heritage.


  Remember Mount Zion, where you came to dwell.


  (Psalm 74:1–2)


  God had redeemed his people in the past. Although not explicit, the psalmist refers to God’s redemption of the people at the sea where God defeated chaos and so redeemed Israel to be his people. But now God is silent, failing to act on behalf of his people and even on behalf of his own name:


  10How long, O God, is the foe to scoff?


  Is the enemy to revile your name forever?


  11Why do you hold back your hand;


  why do you keep your hand in your bosom?


  (Psalm 74:10–11)


  Into the midst of this psalm, the psalmist inserts a short hymn that describes God’s activity in creation:


  12Yet God my King is from of old,


  working salvation in the earth.


  13You divided the sea by your might;


  you broke the heads of the dragons in the waters.


  14You crushed the heads of Leviathan;


  you gave him as food for the creatures of the wilderness.


  15You cut openings for springs and torrents;


  you dried up ever-flowing streams.


  16Yours is the day, your also the night;


  you established the luminaries and the sun.


  17You have fixed all the bounds of the earth;


  you made summer and winter.


  (Psalm 74:12–17)


  United in this hymn are the themes of divine kingship, defeat of the sea dragon, and world ordering – all elements of the conflict myth. God is proclaimed to be the creator, the one who defeated chaos and established the bounds of the earth. But Israel’s affliction at the hand of the nations indicates that chaos is loose in the world; the dragon has broken its fetters and escaped. As the creator, God must again fight in a cosmogonic battle. Chaos must again be defeated and bound. Consequently, the psalmist calls on God to act as the creator by redeeming Israel:


  22Rise up, O God, plead your cause;


  remember how the impious scoff at you all day long.


  23Do not forget the clamor of your foes,


  the uproar of your adversaries that goes up continually.


  (Psalm 74:22–23)


  According to this psalm, God’s activity in creation is not only the paradigm of God’s redemption of Israel, it is also the basis by which God can redeem and the reason for which God should redeem.


  In the oracles of Second Isaiah the prophet of the exile similarly summons Yahweh to redeem his people from their oppressors just as he subdued the dragon in the battle of creation long ago:


  9Awake, awake, put on strength,


  O arm of the LORD!


  Awake, as in days of old,


  the generations of long ago!


  10Was it not you who cut Rahab in pieces,


  who pierced the dragon?


  Was it not you who dried up the sea,


  the waters of the great deep;


  who made the depths of the sea a way


  for the redeemed to cross over?


  11So the ransomed of the LORD shall return,


  and come to Zion with singing;


  everlasting joy shall be upon their heads;


  they shall obtain joy and gladness,


  and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.


  (Isaiah 51:9–11)


  Sleep is characteristic of creator gods (Batto, 1987b). After they defeat the chaos monsters and secure the order of creation, they enjoy the divine prerogative of rest. However, for the people of Judah who were suffering in exile, world order did not appear to be secure. Chaos had been unleashed and was assaulting them from every corner. God had no right to slumber while chaos raged over the earth. God must be aroused from sleep in order to defeat the dragon as in the days of old.


  The oracle in Isaiah 51 attests to several integrally connected dimensions of God’s creation and redemption. At one level God defeated the chaos dragon, here named Rahab, in the primordial battle of creation. According to the second level of the oracle God delivered the Israelites from the Egyptians at the sea. God’s drying up the sea and making a way in its depths was a replication of God’s primordial victory over Rahab. Finally, the oracle announces that God’s people will participate in a new exodus, a new creation, as they return to their land. God’s activity in creation, the exodus, and the people’s future redemption is viewed according to a single paradigm: God’s defeat of chaos. Some scholars, following von Rad, have used this passage to demonstrate the historical character of creation (Harrelson: 248–52; Stuhlmueller), but this interpretation neglects the significance of the creation metaphors. God’s redemption rather is given a cosmological character as a new creation. God’s activity in creation served as the paradigm by which Israel was redeemed from bondage at the exodus, and in the same way God will redeem his people from exile.


  Our interpretation of this passage is supported by the following oracle in Second Isaiah. In this passage God addresses the people with a message of hope. Because Yahweh is the creator, the people do not need to fear human oppressors.


  12I, I am he who comforts you;


  why then are you afraid of a mere mortal who must die,


  a human being who fades like grass?


  13You have forgotten the LORD, your Maker,


  who stretched out the heavens


  and laid the foundations of the earth.


  (Isaiah 51:12–13)


  Yahweh the creator has not slumbered from his tasks. The people have simply forgotten that Yahweh is the creator and that Yahweh is in control of human affairs and able to redeem them from their oppression.


  One final text that illustrates how God’s activity in creation serves as the paradigm of redemption is found in Psalm 77. This psalm is a personal lament in which the psalmist questions God’s character and his intention to redeem:


  7Will the Lord spurn forever,


  and never again be favorable?


  8Has his steadfast love ceased forever?


  Are his promises at an end for all time?


  9Has God forgotten to be gracious?


  Has he in anger shut up his compassion?


  (Psalm 77:7–9)


  In the midst of despair, however, the psalmist finds hope in God’s previous deeds on behalf of his people:


  14You are the God who works wonders;


  you have displayed your might among the peoples.


  15With your strong arm you redeemed your people,


  the descendants of Jacob and Joseph.


  (Psalm 77:14–15)


  Because God had marvelously redeemed his people in the past, the psalmist hopes that he too will be redeemed from his affliction.


  But what had God done to inspire such hope in the psalmist? How had God redeemed his people? In historical terms, God’s redemption of Israel had come to be known as the exodus, but the psalmist presents this prior act of redemption in the language of creation:


  16When the waters saw you, O God,


  when the waters saw you, they were afraid;


  the very deep trembled.


  17The clouds poured out water;


  the skies thundered;


  your arrows flashed on every side.


  18The crash of your thunder was in the whirlwind;


  your lightnings lit up the world;


  the earth trembled and shook.


  19Your way was through the sea,


  your path, through the mighty waters;


  yet your footprints were unseen.


  20You led your people like a flock


  by the hand of Moses and Aaron.


  (Psalm 77:16–20)


  In the “Song of the Sea” the sea serves as the setting for God’s battle against Pharaoh and his army. Yahweh employs the sea as a weapon, but does not fight against it. But according to this hymn, Yahweh’s battle is against the sea itself. In the tradition of Baal and Marduk, Yahweh fights against the waters, the symbol of chaos (May), as a divine warrior in the cosmogonic battle, employing all the typical weapons of the storm-god – rain, lightning, thunder, and wind. Unlike Baal and Marduk’s victory, however, God’s victory over the sea results not in the construction or the ordering of the cosmos, but in the redemption of his people. The waters are made to recede so that Yahweh can lead his people to his holy abode unimpeded. The historical referent of this creation language does not serve to devalue or historicize creation. Rather, it places God’s historical act of redemption at the exodus within a cosmological context. Creation is the paradigm of redemption. God was able to redeem his people in the past because he was and continues to be the creator. Consequently, there is hope for the psalmist that God will also redeem him.


  Creation and Ancient Israel’s Worldview


  Metaphors are rooted in culture; they are based on a culturally shared perception of reality. This is also true for the creation metaphors of the Bible. Moreover, the frequently illustrated correspondence between these metaphors and our reconstructed creation model suggests that the biblical writers shared with their ancient Near Eastern neighbors a single, yet complex, perception of reality that was rooted in fundamental experiences of the human body and the earth. Whether the Israelites could or did conceive of creation differently is not at issue. We have used the creation model only to elucidate the explicit creation metaphors in the biblical text. A model is simply a conceptual map, a heuristic tool, for organizing diverse data into a meaningful pattern (Carney: 1–11). In particular, the creation model enables us to understand the interrelationship of the various biblical creation metaphors, and in turn the culturally shared perception of reality on which they are based. But it does not preclude the possibility that the Israelites also thought of creation in vastly different terms. For our purposes, it is sufficient to note that the creation model can explain the wide variety of biblical creation metaphors according to a single frame of reference.


  In the previous chapter I argued that creation myths and metaphors provide the key for elucidating the worldview and values of the biblical writers. Because these myths and metaphors focus on the basic domains of reality – God, humans, and the natural world (the assumptions of the Classification universal) – and their interrelationship (the assumptions of the Relationship universal), they make explicit what is otherwise assumed by the biblical writers. In particular, they disclose the fundamental assumptions of the ancient Israelites’ worldview. Therefore, the creation model itself, by detailing the interrelationship of these basic domains of reality, also serves as a model for elucidating ancient Israel’s worldview.[image: ]


  The Classification scheme of ancient Israel’s worldview is diagrammed in figure 7. The primary differentiation in the world is between God the creator and the creation. God creates the inhabitable world, yet remains distinct from it. The creation itself is secondarily divided between humans and nature. This differentiation, however, should not obscure the essential unity of the creation. Humans and nature are of the same substance.


  According to the creation model, a focal assumption of the Relationship universal is the correlation between humans and the natural world. Although humans are part of nature, created along with the rest of the natural world, they are also distinct from nature, singled out as different in kind. We refer to this distinction as culture, the ability of humans to create their own, artificial environment that is superimposed on the natural world (Niebuhr: 29–39). The biblical writers, as we will discuss in Chapter Five, attributed this distinction to the human character: They were created to be distinct from the rest of the natural world. Nevertheless, the Israelite worldview is not defined in terms of a radical dichotomy between nature and culture. The creation model entails a neutral type of relationship between humans and nature. Because the human body has a microcosm/macrocosm relationship to the earth, the relationship between humans and the natural world is characterized by harmony. Despite their cultural attempts to transcend it, humans are integrally connected to the natural world.


  The other focal assumption of the Relationship universal that can be discerned from the creation model concerns the interrelationship between God and the creation. As the creator, God acts on and transforms the creation. The creation is dependent upon God, who in turn is responsible for the creation. The Relationship assumption finds expression in the Bible’s particular use of creation metaphors. By employing these metaphors in extraneous contexts, the biblical writers emphasize humankind’s and, by extension, nature’s dependency upon God. Both humans and nature are God’s creation and are thus dependent upon God’s care. Similarly, when the creation is corrupted by human or natural agents, humankind and the natural world are dependent upon God for redemption through a new act of creation (this latter point will be take up in detail in Chapter Six). From the human perspective, this assumption can be characterized as a negative type relationship, but a positive type of relationship from God’s perspective. Humans, and nature, are subordinate to God, and God is dominant over creation.


  The main Relationship assumptions of ancient Israel’s worldview, which are outlined above, can be diagrammed as in figure 8. The assumptions divide the world primarily between God the creator and the creation. These primary domains are arranged vertically to illustrate the hierarchical (positive-negative) relationship between God and the creation. The creation itself is divided secondarily between humans and the rest of the natural world, which are arranged horizontally to illustrate the harmonious (neutral) relationship between them.[image: ]


  The double-arrow lines in the diagram illustrate the assumptions of Causality. The only causal assumption that is embedded in the creation model itself is that God is a causal agent in the creation. Nevertheless, we can make a few preliminary remarks concerning the other lines of causality in anticipation of our discussion in the following chapters. Just as God is a causal agent in relation to the creation, humans are causal agents in relation to the rest of the natural world. Nature as such is not a causal agent. But because of the harmonious relationship between humans and nature, human agency produces ramifications in nature that affect humans. Human causal agency in nature is thus reciprocal. Finally, all of creation serves as a causal agent in relation to God. Although creation is subordinate to God, creation, through the agency of humans, can produce change in God.


  The worldview that we have deduced from the creation model represents the “plain vanilla” worldview of the ancient Israelites. It incorporates only their most basic assumptions of reality that were expressed in their creation metaphors. Because it is derived from the cross-cultural model of creation, it represents by implication a worldview that the Israelites shared with their Near Eastern neighbors. This worldview does not reflect, however, the many complexities of the real world in which they lived. For example, it does not take into account the fundamental distinction between ingroups and outgroups which pervades the Classification assumptions of collectivist societies such as ancient Israel. Nor does it take into account the diverse segments of Israelite society. These aspects of their worldview remain to be investigated. Nevertheless, this basic worldview can serve as the foundation on which to build.


  Notes


  1. Two gods from the Canaanite religion of Ugarit, the chief god El and the divine craftsman Kothar-wa-Hasis, cannot be equated with any element of the natural world. Although El is frequently called “Bull,” there is no evidence to suggest that he was ever equated with the bull. Rather, this title was used metaphorically to describe the nobility and virility of El. He is the creator and father of gods and humans; he is wise, just, and compassionate. The attributes and functions of both El and Kothar-wa-Hasis are derived from human society, not from the phenomena of nature (Hillers, 1985: 262-63). They could be characterized more accurately as gods of history rather than as gods of nature. Moreover, in the Ugaritic myths El acts in history, in human affairs, in much the same way as Yahweh acts in the patriarchal narratives of Genesis. Like Yahweh, El promises the childless protagonist an offspring, appears in dreams, guides him in his acquisition of a wife, and heals him of sickness (Parker; Cross, 1973: 177-83).


  2. This distinction between the deity and its natural representation is further clarified by Jacobsen’s discussion of the relationship between the god and its cult statue (1987a). To the ancients the god and its cult statue, or natural representation, were two different and distinct things. While the deity was one, its representations were many. This distinction is even represented in the text of which uses one expression to refer to the sun-god Shamash and another to refer to the god’s natural representation, the sun. Although elsewhere in the literature a god and his representation appear to be equated, this should be explained in terms of transubstantiation. Through ritual “the statue mystically becomes what it represents, the god, without, however, in any way limiting the god, who remains transcendent” (1987a: 22). The cult statue, or its natural representation, was considered to be a theophany of the deity.


  3. Delbert Hillers refuted von Rad’s contention that the biblical doctrine of creation has Egyptian antecedents (1978). W. F. Albright and his students have demonstrated that the name of Israel’s God, Yahweh, itself refers to the creation. Grammatically, the name is a causative verb that literally means “he who brings into existence,” or “he who creates” (1978: 168-72; Cross, 1973: 60-75). It is no longer possible to claim with von Rad that the doctrine of creation was a late development in the religion of Israel (Anderson, 1987: 51-52). Von Rad’s thesis that Israel’s belief in creation was subordinate to its belief in salvation has also been challenged (Harner; Ludwig), and will be dealt with further in this chapter.


  4. Those passages which might be considered an exception – Psalms 8; 19:1-6; 33:6-9; 104; 136:4-9 – refer to the creation in order to praise God. God’s acts of creation demonstrate God’s majesty and supremacy over the earth.


  5. Second Isaiah, or Deutero-Isaiah, is the name given to the anonymous prophet that scholars believe is responsible for writing Isaiah 40-55. Unlike Isaiah of Jerusalem whose oracles are set in Jerusalem and reflect the political circumstances of the eighth century, Second Isaiah’s oracles are set in Babylon and reflect the political circumstances of the sixth century.


  6. Redemption in ancient Israel was concrete and corporate rather than spiritual and individualistic. It entailed primarily God’s deliverance of Israel from the oppression of its enemies and, as we will see in a later chapter, the restoration of Israel’s despoiled land.


  7. The translation of the NRSV has been altered slightly in this verse to follow the interpretation of Clifford (1984b: 95).


  8. The translation of the NRSV has been altered to reflect the interpretation of Cross (1973: 128-29). There is no substantial evidence to support the traditional reading of “congeal.”


  



  Chapter Four


  God, Humans, and the Natural World


  History and Nature


  Until recently, few biblical scholars gave any attention to the Bible’s views of the natural world or the role of the natural world in the religion and culture of ancient Israel. Attention instead was directed toward Israel’s view of history and its interpretation of God’s activity in history. This scholarly focus has been shaped in part by the Bible’s own emphasis on historical events. At the heart of the Bible’s presentation of Israelite religion stands Israel’s story in which God is repeatedly described acting in historical events to create, discipline, and redeem Israel to be his people. For example, God calls Abraham to leave his ancestral home in Mesopotamia for the purpose of creating a new people in the land of Canaan. When Abraham’s descendants are later enslaved in Egypt, God intervenes in human history by delivering them from the oppressive power of Pharaoh. At Sinai God establishes a covenant with Israel; Yahweh chooses Israel to be his people, and Israel pledges to faithfully worship Yahweh alone. God again acts in history by settling his people in the land of Canaan, fighting with the Israelites to drive out its inhabitants. God also designates David to be king over Israel, to be God’s regent and a shepherd for his flock. God empowers him to build a large empire and establishes a dynasty in his name. Throughout Israel’s existence God’s actions are discerned in the events of history. Times of famine, drought, and oppression from enemies are not random or without purpose. The prophets recognize in these events God’s actions of judgment against his people. Similarly, times of agricultural bounty, prosperity, and peace are interpreted as God’s blessings. According to the biblical tradition, the events of history are filled with meaning and purpose, for “everything Israel experienced in history is an act of Yahweh” (Ringgren: 113).


  History clearly plays a prominent role in the Bible’s presentation of Israelite religion. But the emphasis that scholars have placed on the importance of history for understanding the religion of Israel has excluded the role of the natural world from consideration. Although the reasons for this narrow emphasis on history are manifold, the overriding impetus has been an apologetic concern to distinguish Israelite religion from the religion of its ancient Near Eastern neighbors. If the religion of Israel could be shown to be significantly different from the polytheistic religions of its neighbors, then the truth of the biblical faith was thought to be more persuasive. Biblical scholars thus drew upon a conceptual dichotomy between history and nature, derived from the philosophy of Hegel, as a model for differentiating between Israelite and other ancient Near Eastern religions (Simkins, 1991: 3–30).


  A logical reflex of this dichotomy between history and nature is the distinction between linear and cyclical time. Linear time is the time of history. It has a definite beginning and end. Although like a graph it might have many ups and downs, it nevertheless marches unrelentingly forward. Because it is unidirectional, each moment is new and unique. It is the time of change and progress, and so brings freedom. Cyclical time, on the other hand, is the time of nature (“nature” understood in a pre-Darwinian sense). With no beginning and end, an ordained order of events continually repeat themselves. Each moment is merely the latest reiteration of a primordial moment. Nothing is new or unique. Like the changing seasons, time is an endless repetition with no progress. Therefore, cyclical time enslaves for it is devoid of change.1


  According to this conceptual model, the Israelite religion was a religion of history. The Israelites worshipped a God who acted and was revealed in the events of human history in order to guide that history towards its appointed goal. Each event was new and filled with human potential. The natural world was viewed simply as the stage for the historical drama. It possessed no divine meaning. It was neither a manifestation of God, nor an active agent in the fulfillment of the purposes of God. In contrast, the ancient Near Eastern polytheistic religions, the religions of Israel’s neighbors, were embedded in nature. The gods were personified natural powers, and the peoples were servants to the never ending cycles of nature.


  The biblical scholars who employed the history-versus-nature model to interpret Israelite religion recognized that Israel was born from these ancient Near Eastern nature religions – for example, Abraham came from Mesopotamia and his descendants were enslaved in Egypt – but they claimed that a new religion was born at the exodus. As slaves in Egypt, the Israelites were immersed in the static cyclical world of nature. According to the Egyptian cosmologies, societal roles were determined in the primordial era. A slave was destined to remain a slave; change within the established order was not possible. However, when Yahweh delivered the Israelites from bondage and made them his people, the myth of nature and cyclical time was shattered. The natural world was not divine; the given was not the inevitable. History offered the possibility of change, and Yahweh was the agent of change. By disenchanting the natural world, the Israelites opened themselves to the potential of history, and by recognizing God’s activity in history, the Israelites were able to interpret all the events of history to be the unfolding of God’s purposes. Therefore, according to this model, the religion of Israel emerged in contradistinction to the other ancient Near Eastern religions.


  Although I have discussed and rejected this model in the preceding chapters, I introduce it again here to illustrate why previous biblical scholarship has neglected the role of the natural world in the religion of Israel. In an attempt to distinguish between Israelite and other ancient Near Eastern religions, biblical scholars have claimed that the Israelites, in contrast to their neighbors, had little interest in the natural world. G. Ernest Wright, the most vocal proponent of this model, made the following comparison:


  The contemporary polytheisms, having analyzed the problem of life over against nature, had little sense of or concern with the significance of history. Nature with its changing seasons was cyclical, and human life, constantly integrating itself with nature by means of cultic activity and sympathetic magic, moved with nature in a cyclical manner. But Israel was little interested in nature, except as God used it together with his historical acts to reveal himself and to accomplish his purpose. Yahweh was the God of history, the living God unaffected by the cycles of nature, who had set himself to accomplish a definite purpose in time (1957: 71).


  Not only did the Israelites have a different, i.e. superior, understanding of the natural world – that it was merely raw material to be used by humans and God – but they also viewed their God differently. Whereas the polytheistic gods were immanent in nature, Israel’s God transcended the natural world. This distinction is also made by Wright:


  In polytheism the central and original metaphors and symbols for depicting the gods were drawn for the most part from the natural world. With the growth of social complexity the gods increasingly took on social functions, and such terms as king, lord, father, mother, judge, craftsman, warrior, and the like, were used. Yet Baal of Canaan and Enlil of Mesopotamia never shook off their primary relation to the storm which typifies nature’s force. Anu, the head of the pantheon in Babylon, originated as the numinous feeling for the majesty of the sky. He was thus given form as heaven, though subsidiary forms were the king and the bull of heaven. The mother of the gods was Ninhursaga, who arose from the feeling for the fertility of the earth and was thus given form as the earth, with subsidiary forms ascribed as mother, queen and craftsman. Ea was the sweet waters, who could be given form in the ram and the bison, but more especially as the knowing-one, the craftsman, the pundit and the wizard. . . In the Bible, on the contrary, God is known and addressed primarily in the terms which relate him to society and to history. The language of nature is distinctly secondary. God is Lord, king, judge, shepherd, father, husband, and the like, but these appellatives are not superimposed upon a central image in nature. Nature as God’s creation contains no forms on which one can focus a religious attention (1952: 48–49).


  [image: ]Biblical scholars, therefore, gave no attention to the role of the natural world in the religion of Israel because their use of the dichotomy between history and nature as a model for interpretation precluded any such role. The natural world was an appropriate category of discussion only for polytheistic religions.


  As argued in the preceding chapters, the history-versus-nature model is inadequate for interpreting both Israelite and other ancient Near Eastern religions. The Israelite religion was not simply a religion of history, nor were the ancient Near Eastern polytheistic religions merely religions of nature. The dichotomy between history and nature does not correspond to the differences between the religion Israel and the religions of its neighbors.


  A long-lasting effect of biblical scholarship’s use of the history-versus-nature model for interpreting Israelite religion has been the presumption of a particular worldview for both Israel and its neighbors along these dichotomous lines. The worldview of ancient Israel, which scholars had presumed in their use of this model, ascribed no active role to the natural world. As diagrammed in figure 9, nature was perceived simply as raw material. It was the product of God’s creation like humans, but it remained distinct from humans. Moreover, humans could act as independent causal agents in nature. Although nature could serve as God’s instrument to affect humans, it had no intrinsic capacity to affect change. Acting as God’s representatives in this world, humans could autonomously utilize nature’s resources for their own purposes. The material world was subject to both divine and human control.


  Scholars who embraced the history-versus-nature model presumed a worldview of Israel’s neighbors which stands in contrast to their presumed worldview of Israel. As illustrated in figure 10, this commonly presumed polytheistic worldview credited the natural world with an active role in the interaction with both gods and humans. (Of course, the apologetic agenda of these scholars suggests that this worldview gives a too active role to nature!) According to this worldview, the gods were merely the personified forces of nature. Even when they took on social roles such as king, judge, or craftsman, they were unable to transcend their connection to nature. The gods thus affected humans through the manifold forms of the natural world. Humans, from the perspective of this worldview, were completely subject to nature. They were unable to escape the unending cycles of nature to effect lasting change in the world. Human society was characterized by its static quality, lacking in progress.[image: ]


  Although biblical scholars interpreted what they had presumed to be the Israelites’ worldview in a positive light for apologetic reasons, it has not received such a favorable treatment at large. As discussed in the Introduction, this worldview was accused of fostering the current environmental crisis. Indeed, this presumed worldview promotes an ethic of exploitation, and has justifiably been rejected by people concerned about the condition of the natural environment. But this worldview is not the worldview of the ancient Israelites! It is derived from a dichotomous model that cannot account for the diversity within the religion of Israel. Israelite religion is concerned with both history and nature. The religion of Israel cannot be understood in exclusively historical categories. The role of the natural world in the religion of Israel must be taken into consideration.


  In Chapter Three I constructed a model for understanding the basic worldview of the ancient Israelites. This model, diagrammed in figure 8, illustrates the basic assumptions of the Classification and Relationship universals. In contrast to the history-oriented and nature-oriented worldviews illustrated in figures 9 and 10, the basic Israelite worldview posits a fundamental distinction between the creator and the creation. The essential unity of the creation is only secondarily differentiated between humans and nature. As a result, God’s activity cannot be accounted for in strictly historical or natural terms. God’s activity is in relation to the whole creation.


  God the creator is the primary and most comprehensive biblical metaphor that describes God’s activity in and on behalf of the creation: God the creator brings the creation into existence (through the many ways discussed in the preceding chapters) and acts in the creation to sustain it and to shape it according to his purposes (Westermann, 1971: 23–24). As this opening statement implies, creation in the biblical tradition, and in the ancient Near East in general, is not just a single event that happened at the beginning of time. The Deist’s image of God as a cosmic clock-maker is foreign to the biblical text. According to the Bible, God’s activity in creation includes both sequential events in the linear course of time, such as the numerous occasions in which God redeemed Israel, and ongoing processes that are more characteristic of cyclical time – more appropriately called “oscillating” time – such as the seasonal-cycle of agriculture and the life-cycle of animals and humans. For this reason, some scholars have described the Israelites’ view of time as spiral – an oscillating repetition that is infused with change and development (Cross, 1988: 95–96; Fretheim, 1991b: 358). It is necessary to examine both of these disparate aspects of God’s activity in creation in order to elucidate fully God’s role as creator.


  In the following sections of this chapter I have chosen to present God’s interaction with the creation according to two categories or models: theophany and covenant. Each category describes a particular feature of God’s role as creator. Moreover, each category cuts across the distinction between linear and oscillating time, blending characteristics of each dimension into a holistic presentation of God’s activity in creation. By exploring the metaphor of God the creator from the perspective of these categories, I will further detail God’s relationship to the creation, and by extension, humankind’s relationship to the natural world.


  The Significance of Theophany


  Theophany literally refers to God’s appearance. Both Christian and Jewish theology claim that God is always and everywhere present in the world. Theophany is simply an intensification of God’s presence at a particular place during a particular time. God’s presence in the world is made known in such a way that humans recognize it as distinctive (though not always immediately). It is a means by which God engages in human affairs. But this intensification of God’s presence also affects the natural world. God’s presence is often revealed through a spectacular display of meteorological phenomena, and reverberations of God’s presence echo throughout the natural world.


  Two issues have dominated scholarly discussion of theophany: the origin and the categorization of the diverse biblical accounts of theophany. Some scholars argue that the biblical descriptions of God’s appearance had their origin in the ritual celebrations of Yahweh’s kingship in the New Year festival, and that the theophanies themselves were modeled on God’s revelation on Mount Sinai (Weiser; Mowinckel, 1992: I.142–43), whereas other scholars trace their origin to either celebrations of Yahweh’s victory in the pre-monarchical holy wars (Jeremias, 1965: 118–50), or Canaanite descriptions of the theophany of Baal as storm-god (Cross, 1973: 147–77). Although some scholars would lump together all biblical examples of theophany (Kuntz), most scholars recognize at least two different types of theophanies. Westermann distinguishes the biblical theophanies according to the purpose of God’s appearing. The term “theophany” is reserved for those accounts in which God appears in order to reveal himself and to communicate with his people through a mediator. God’s appearance to Moses and the people on Mount Sinai (Exod 19, 34) is the fullest example of this type of theophany. The biblical accounts in which God appears in order to aid his people, such as God’s fighting against Sisera and the Canaanites (Jud 5), Westermann prefers to call “epiphanies” (1965: 99; Fretheim, 1984: 80–81). Jeremias similarly distinguishes between two types of theophanies according to the function of their basic form. One type of theophany is intended for individuals and represents for them a special demonstration of God’s favor. A second type of theophany is God’s appearance as a warrior through the powers of nature which causes alarm among his enemies (1976: 896).


  Although this scholarly discussion of the origin and categorization of theophany is not without merit, it has tended to direct attention away from other aspects of theophany. Specifically, little discussion has been given to the significance of God’s appearance in the creation, especially with regard to the implied relationship between God and the creation. Two exceptions are noteworthy.


  In a recent dictionary article on theophany, Theodore Hiebert focused on the form and location of theophanies rather than on their origin and function (1992a). In his differentiation of the diverse biblical theophanies, he recognized both natural forms (phenomena associated with the thunderstorm) and societal forms (king, warrior, judge) of God’s appearance. Although this differentiation is not absolute – the natural and social forms coalesce in most descriptions of theophany – this categorization draws attention to the crucial role that the natural world plays in the manifestation of God’s presence. The importance of the natural world in relation to God’s appearance is further highlighted by Hiebert’s discussion of the location of theophanies. According to Hiebert, “one of the fundamental characteristics of theophany in Israel is its occurrence at locations in the natural environment which were considered particularly sacred, particularly conducive to contact and communication between the divine and human spheres of reality” (1992a: 505). God appears at springs, rivers, trees, and especially mountains, and by so doing endows the natural world with sacredness. The natural world serves as a symbol of God’s presence.


  The other exception is the work of Terence Fretheim. Although he has followed scholarly convention by highlighting the function of theophanies, he has also explored the particular significance of the natural forms of God’s appearance. By emphasizing the metaphorical character of the biblical descriptions of theophany – noting that natural metaphors are frequently used to describe God – Fretheim has argued that there is a definite correspondence between God and the natural world. The biblical theophanies function primarily to reveal God, and nature often serves as the means by which God is revealed. But the natural world does not simply play an instrumental role in theophanies. According to Fretheim, if the “natural metaphors for God are in some ways descriptive of God, then they reflect in their very existence, in their being what they are, the reality which is God” (1987: 22). The natural world is internally related to God and is thus capable of revealing God (1984: 37–44). “The fact that theophanies function as revelatory events means that the function of nature in theophany is only an intensification of what is true of nature otherwise” (1987: 25).


  Both Hiebert and Fretheim have persuasively argued that the natural world is more than raw material that God might use to achieve his historical purposes. The natural forms of theophany give intrinsic value to the natural world. Nature is capable of symbolically representing God because the creator has bound himself to the creation (Fretheim, 1984: 38). Of course, it has long been recognized that humans are capable of revealing God. This is in part the meaning behind the statement that humans are created in the “image of God” (Gen 1:26–27), and it is given fullest expression in the incarnation. Hiebert and Fretheim have simply demonstrated that this insight extends to the rest of the natural world. All of creation – the natural world and humans together – stands in relationship to God and is a suitable vehicle of God’s presence.


  The focus that Hiebert and Fretheim have given to the natural aspects of God’s appearance serves as a good starting point for our discussion of theophany and its value for understanding the Israel’s worldview. In their work they have drawn attention to three significant facets of theophany that will form the basic parameters of our investigation: The natural setting of theophanies, the natural form of theophanies, and the implicit relationship between the creator and the creation that is revealed by theophanies. Exploring theophany according to these parameters will enable us to confirm and to illustrate our basic model of the Israelite worldview, and at the same time give further nuance and precision to the model.


  Theophany and Sacred Space


  An appropriate place to begin our investigation of theophany is with the location of theophanies. Hiebert has already pointed out that theophanies frequently occur at a variety of settings in the natural environment and especially at mountains. These locations are considered to be holy, i.e., set apart as distinctive from the rest of the natural environment, by both those who directly experienced the theophanies and those who pass on the tradition of them. The classic biblical example of such a theophany is God’s appearance to Moses in the burning bush:


  1Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of Midian; he led his flock beyond the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. 2There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in a flame of fire out of a bush; he looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it was not consumed. 3Then Moses said, “I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not burned up.” 4When the LORD saw that he had turned aside to see, God called to him out of the bush, “Moses, Moses!” And he said, “Here I am.” 5Then he said, “Come no closer! Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.”


  (Exodus 3:1–5)


  The theophany ascribes meaning and value to the place at which the theophany occurred. The location of the theophany is no longer simply one place among many in the natural environment. It is distinctive and extraordinary; it is holy ground.


  In the scholarly jargon these holy sites have been called sacred spaces, and they are not unique to the religion of Israel. Mircea Eliade, a pioneer in this field of study, has demonstrated that most cultures of the world, both past and present, have had some notion of sacred space (1959: 20–65). Human awareness of sacred space is simply the recognition that space is not homogeneous. Some space is qualitatively different from other spaces. Profane space is arbitrary, undifferentiated, ordinary space. Sacred space is the place where the sacred (“God” in the biblical tradition) has broken into profane space by bringing order and differentiation. By breaking into the randomness of profane space, the sacred provides an absolute fixed-point of reference around which human life can orient itself. Sacred space enables a “world” to be found; it enables humans to order and structure the arbitrariness of ordinary space.


  Sacred space represents a symbolic perception of reality. It is the reification of a people’s myths and rituals.2 Humans have a fundamental need for orientation in the world; order and structure are necessary for a meaningful life. Without a point of orientation randomness would dominate. Value and meaning would become relative. The experience of the sacred provides the necessary point of orientation, and so it enables humans to create an orderly, meaningful, and thus real world. Through their myths and rituals, people give structure and order to the world around them.


  The experience of the sacred and the awareness of sacred space is a common experience of humankind. Sacred space fulfills a basic human need. The creation of an orderly world around the sacred space, however, is an expression of its significance for a particular people. Although similarities can be detected across diverse cultures, reflecting the common human experience of sacred space, each culture orders its world in relation to sacred space according to its own particular concerns.


  As in the understanding of creation, the cultures of the ancient Near East, including Israel, shared a similar understanding of sacred space. This is not coincidental. Sacred space and the world ordered in relation to it are the geographical expressions of creation. Through the process of creation certain places are endowed with sacredness. According to the Enuma Elish, for example, Marduk chose Babylon to be the special place of his temple and organized the rest of the creation around it. In the Creation of the Pickax humans sprout from the ground at Uzumua, and Duranki is the place at which heaven and earth were originally attached. In the Egyptian creation myths, the land of Egypt is the hillock that first emerged out of the primeval ocean Nun. Babylon, Uzumua and Duranki (both sites in Nippur), and the land of Egypt (Klimkeit: 268–70) are each considered to be sacred space. Each place is a symbolic geographical expression of the structure of creation. This relationship between creation and sacred space, however, should not be interpreted to mean that a people’s understanding of creation was prior to their perception of sacred space. The ideas of creation and the experiences of sacred space are mutually dependent upon one another. People’s perceptions of sacred space affirm their particular views of creation, and creation myths serve to explain and ascribe significance to their awareness of sacred space.


  A Horizontal Model of Sacred Space


  [image: ]There are two related and complementary models at work in the ancient Near Eastern perception of sacred space. The most fundamental perception of sacred space is represented by a horizontal model, illustrated in figure 11, in which the life-sustaining creation is located at the center of a plateau (the “real” world) and diminishes in its significance and affect as one moves to the periphery (Wyatt, 1987a: 378; compare also Leach: 81–93; Davies; Jenson). The sacredness of creation is experienced as divine, and at the center of the world it provides the absolute point of reference around which the world is oriented. The creator makes the land at the center holy in a cosmological sense. The land is characterized by divine order; it is the point from which the creation originated. The divine sacredness of the center stands in contrast to the sacredness of the periphery. This sacredness is experienced as demonic and diabolical (Smith: 97–98, 109). The periphery is chaotic, hostile to life. It is symbolized by both the desert and the sea which form the boundary between the land of the living and the netherworld (Haldar). The boundary at the periphery is a sterile region inhabited by demons, wild animals, and sea monsters (Pedersen: 454–59; Talmon: 43). Humans are unable to dwell there apart from divine assistance.


  It is important to note that both the center and the periphery are experienced as sacred, although each in different ways. The sacred has an ambivalent character. In his classic and influential study, The Idea of the Holy, Rudolf Otto described this ambivalent encounter with the sacred as mysterium tremendum et fascinans. This formulation, which does not readily yield a good English translation, attests to the fundamental human experiences that are inspired by the sacred. The encounter with the sacred can produce both terror and joy, dread and wonder. Although seemingly contradictory, these paradoxical experiences actually complement one another. The God who lovingly bestows peace and bounty on his faithful servants is also the one before whose wrath his enemies tremble. This is analogous to the experience of the sacred at the center and the periphery. Although the sacred is a unity, humans are often unable to reconcile its diverse, opposing aspects, choosing instead to hold them in tension. The divine aspects of the sacred are ascribed to the center, the demonic to the periphery. Each is an extension of the other; each is defined in contrast to the other. As recognized by the insightful few (cf. Job 9:22–24; Isa 45:5–7), however, the unity of the sacred transcends both the center and the periphery.


  The symbolic perception of space represented by the horizontal model undoubtedly has its origin in the human perception of the body and by extension personal space (Wyatt, 1987a: 378), but it also has roots in the actual human experience of the ancient Near Eastern environment. In this environment both the desert and the sea were inhospitable to human life. The sterile desert was the domain of noxious plants and beasts. The sea, although teeming with life, was both violent and unpredictable, unable to be tamed. The fertile and habitable land was experienced as an oasis surrounded by the hostile periphery. Although this model is anchored in the ancient Near Eastern environment, it describes a symbolic rather than an actual geography. It attests to the sacredness that the people of the ancient Near East perceived in the natural environment.


  The clearest and most elaborate example of this symbolic geography attested in the biblical literature is found in Israel’s foundational story of exodus from Egypt, wandering in the wilderness, and conquest of the land of Palestine. This story begins with the Israelites’ escape from Egypt and Yahweh’s destruction of the Egyptian forces at the yam suph, “Red Sea” (Exod 15:4). Although the yam suph has traditionally been associated with the Red Sea, scholars have preferred to interpret it as referring to an unknown sea of reeds along the course of the modern day Suez Canal. But there is no evidence to support this interpretation (Batto, 1983: 27–31). Nor does it appear that the specific reference to the yam suph in Exodus 15 originally referred to the Red Sea, for none of the narrative traditions preserved in Exodus 14 make this connection. Instead, the yam suph probably denotes the sea at the edge of the world. The noun suph is attested with the meaning of “edge, end, border,” and carries the connotations of “non-existence, extinction, destruction” (Batto, 1983: 32–34; Snaith: 395–98). The yam suph reflects symbolic geography: God defeated Pharaoh at the chaotic sea that encompassed the world. This sea was later identified in the biblical tradition with the Red Sea and the southern oceans.


  For the Israelites Egypt is the land of death; it is symbolically identified with the netherworld (Exod 14:11) (Wyatt, 1987a: 375–76). By defeating the Egyptians at the sea, God delivers the Israelites from the land of the dead and begins to lead them to the land of the living, the land of God’s abode (Exod 15:13, 17). But the Israelites first have to pass through the desert which, bordering on the sea, stands between the world of chaos and the real world of the holy land. Although the actual geography of the Sinai peninsula, the region between Egypt and the land of Israel, is characterized by desert, the references to the desert in the wilderness wandering narratives do not simply describe the setting of the Israelites’ trek to the promised land. Rather, they ascribe a symbolic significance to Israel’s journey. Through the wilderness wanderings the Israelites participate in a symbolic rite of passage from death to life (Cohn: 7–23). The desert in these narratives is ambiguous. The desert is chaos in contrast to the order of the promised land. It is characterized by hunger and thirst, dangerous creatures, and hostile peoples. The desert is reminiscent of the death of Egypt. On the other hand, the desert is where the people of Israel experience divine favor. God provides food and water in the wilderness. God makes a covenant with the people at his desert abode. Moreover, God’s presence remains with his people, represented by both the pillar of fire and cloud and the ark of the covenant. The people’s experience of God in the desert foreshadows God’s presence in his land (Propp, 1987).


  Through the trek in the desert Israel is in transition, in liminality (V. Turner: 94–97). Israel is neither living nor dead, but betwixt and between. The desert life is not the ideal but the means of entry into the holy land. The land is holy because it is the land of God’s dwelling, the land where God is experienced. The holy land is the land flowing with milk and honey, the land of creation. It is the land of the living, and the only place where real life is possible. For this reason, when the prophets threaten Israel with exile, they threaten to cut Israel off from life itself. Exile from the holy land is equivalent to returning to the land of Egypt. Consider the prophecy of Hosea:


  1When Israel was a child, I loved him,


  and out of Egypt I called my son.


  2The more I called them,


  the more they went from me;


  they kept sacrificing to the Baals,


  and offering incense to idols. . . .


  5They shall return to the land of Egypt,


  and Assyria shall be their king,


  because they have refused to return to me.


  (Hosea 11:1–2, 5)


  Although the Israelites will be exiled to the land of Assyria, the prophet can characterize it as Egypt because it is symbolically the land of death. Israel will return to the netherworld from which it came.


  Two further examples will suffice to illustrate the horizontal model of sacred space. In an oracle from Second Isaiah, the prophet of the exile proclaims that Yahweh is going to gather his people from the edges of the earth:


  5Do not fear, for I am with you;


  I will bring your offspring from the east,


  and from the west I will gather you;


  6I will say to the north, “Give them up,”


  and to the south, “Do not withhold;


  bring my sons from far away


  and my daughters from the end of the earth –


  7everyone who is called by my name,


  whom I created for my glory,


  whom I formed and made.”


  (Isaiah 43:5–7)


  This oracle attests to a symbolic geography in which the holy land, the land of Israel, is placed at the center (compare Ezek 5:5). The exiles are at the chaotic periphery, far from the land of the living. But their situation is temporary. The prophet proclaims that Yahweh is going to bring them to the center just as he did in the original exodus-conquest story (Chapter Six will present a fuller discussion of the new exodus-conquest theme).


  In the book of Joel the prophet laments the destruction of agriculture by a severe locust plague. Moreover, Joel identifies this locust plague with the day of Yahweh (Simkins, 1991: 101–69). Joel attributes cosmological significance to their destructive activity: Their ravaging of all vegetation signals the collapse of the created order. The desolation left in their wake is evidence of this:


  Fire devours in front of them,


  and behind them a flame burns.


  Before them the land is like the garden of Eden,


  but after them a desolate wilderness,


  and nothing escapes them.


  (Joel 2:3)


  This passage presents more than a simple description of the all-consuming destruction caused by the locusts. The locusts are rather presented as agents of chaos. They are marching from the periphery to the center, assaulting the life-giving powers of the center. The center is being transformed into the sterile desert of the periphery. For the prophet this event must surely be the day of Yahweh (Chapter Six will present a thorough discussion of the day of Yahweh).


  A Vertical Model of Sacred Space


  [image: ]Although the horizontal model reflects the more primitive human understanding of sacred space, the vertical model elucidates the more dominant understanding within the biblical tradition. According to this model, the world is oriented around a cosmic mountain. The mountain is cosmic in the sense that it serves as a microcosm of the whole world and participates in the government and stability of the world. Figure 12 illustrates the vertical dimension of this understanding of sacred space. The base of the mountain is the ordinary world of humans beings. It is profane space. As one ascends to the summit of the mountain, one reaches heaven, the dwelling of the gods. Thus, temples and shrines are frequently erected on mountain peaks. Beneath the mountain lies the underworld, the realm of the dead. Often a spring issues from the base of the mountain, originating from a source of water in the underworld. Uniting heaven, earth, and the underworld is the axis mundi, “axis of the world.” This is the center pole around which the world is oriented, making communication between the three realms of the world possible.


  The correlation of heaven, earth, and the underworld along a central axis is most clearly illustrated in an Isaianic oracle directed against the king of Babylon:


  12How you are fallen from heaven,


  O Day Star, son of Dawn!


  How you are cut down to the ground,


  you who laid the nations low!


  13You said in your heart,


  “I will ascend to heaven;


  I will raise my throne


  above the stars of God;


  I will sit on the mount of assembly


  on the heights of assembly in the far north;3


  14I will ascend to the tops of the clouds,


  I will make myself like the Most High.”


  15But you are brought down to Sheol,


  to the depths of the Pit.


  (Isaiah 14:12–15)


  According to this oracle, the king of Babylon considers himself to be more powerful than God. He intends to ascend the cosmic mountain and take God’s place in the divine assembly. But God does not tolerate this hubris. Instead of ascending to the top of the mountain, the king is sent below the mountain to the depths of the underworld and is reckoned among the dead (Isa 14:19). The symbolic geography underlying this oracle is clearly oriented vertically. The top of the mountain is symbolic of heaven, and the depths beneath the mountain are symbolic of the underworld.


  Building on the work of Eliade, Richard Clifford has outlined five distinct characteristics of the cosmic mountain in the comparable religions of Israel and Ugarit (Canaanite): The mountain is (1) the meeting place of the gods or divine beings; (2) the meeting place of heaven and earth; (3) the place where the divine decrees are issued; (4) the battleground of conflicting natural forces; and (5) the source of fertilizing waters (1972: 3). Each of these characteristics will be illustrated below. Although there were several cosmic mountains throughout the history of Israel – Sinai, Horeb, Carmel, Gerizim, Ebal, Paran, Seir – the most important and influential mountain for the religion of Israel was Mount Zion. Zion is a medium sized hill in Jerusalem on which Solomon built his temple. Today it is the site of the Dome of the Rock, the spot from which Mohammed, according to Islamic tradition, ascended into heaven. But during the period of Israelite occupation of the land of Palestine, Zion was the sacred place where Yahweh dwelled.


  Numerous psalms acclaim Yahweh’s selection of Mount Zion from all the hills in Israel to be his special dwelling:


  1In Judah God is known,


  his name is great in Israel.


  2His abode has been established in Salem,


  his dwelling place in Zion.


  (Psalm 76:1–2)


  1On the holy mount stands the city he founded;


  2the Lord loves the gates of Zion


  more than all the dwellings of Jacob.


  3Glorious things are spoken of you,


  O city of God.


  (Psalm 87:1–3)


  Zion, and especially the temple built on Zion, was the foremost place in Israel where God’s presence was experienced. Zion was sacred space; it provided the focal point of orientation for the people of Israel.


  As the abode of God, Zion served as the meeting place for all the divine beings and the place where heaven and earth intersect. The first and second characteristics of the cosmic mountain are most clearly illustrated in Isaiah 6, the passage describing Isaiah’s call to prophesy:


  1In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lofty; and the hem of his robe filled the temple. 2Seraphs were in attendance above him; each had six wings: with two they covered their faces, and with two they covered their feet, and with two they flew. 3And one called to another and said:


  “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts;


  the whole earth is full of his glory.”


  4The pivots on the thresholds shook at the voices of those who called, and the house filled with smoke. 5And I said: “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts!”


  (Isaiah 6:1–5)


  This text suggests that Isaiah served as a priest in the temple on Mount Zion. On the occasion described by this text, Isaiah is in the temple, possibly engaged in his usual priestly duties, when he unexpectedly finds himself standing in the midst of the divine assembly. The correlation between the earthly temple on Zion and God’s heavenly temple becomes transparent; the gap between heaven and earth is removed.


  With God and his retinue filling the temple, Isaiah is privy to the deliberation of the divine assembly. According to the ancient Near Eastern conception of deity, God does not govern the world alone. Rather, God is supported by an assembly of divine beings who deliberate with God and enact God’s commands (cf. Gen 1:26; 3:22; 1 Kgs 22:19–23; Job 1:6–12; 2:1–6; Ps 82). In Isaiah’s vision, Yahweh, the king and leader of the divine assembly, poses a question to the members of the assembly: “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” (Isa 6:8). Isaiah is not about to let this exceptional opportunity pass, and so he volunteers to be the assembly’s messenger. In this manner Isaiah was called to prophesy God’s judgment against the people of Israel (compare Koch, 1982: 108–13).


  God’s commissioning of Isaiah in the temple on Zion to be his herald is also an example of the third characteristic of the cosmic mountain – the place where divine decrees are issued. The famous mountain in this regard, however, is Mount Sinai. From Sinai God gave his law, torah, to the people of Israel and established his covenant with them. In the biblical tradition, Sinai functions as an archetype for the giving of the law. Regardless of when the laws were formulated during the history of the people of Israel, they are all attributed to God’s revelation on Sinai (Levenson, 1985: 17–19). Although during the monarchy Zion inherited the earlier traditions of Sinai, Sinai continued to remain the locus of the law. The decrees issued from Zion, in contrast, focus on God’s judgment of the people because of their rebellion against the law. Psalm 50 attests to this type of decree: God judges his people from Zion.


  Although the cosmic mountain is the battleground of opposing forces, in the biblical tradition this fourth characteristic of the cosmic mountain is expressed in terms of the inviolability of Zion. Because God dwells in Zion, it is unconquerable. Yahweh will defend his mountain city against all assaults. Israel’s enemies, who are also God’s enemies, will be unable to assail it; the very appearance of Zion will spark panic among them. A number of psalms attest to this theme of Völkerkampf, “war of the nations” (Pss 2; 46; 48; 76).


  Underlying the Völkerkampf is the conflict myth. The nations are agents of chaos bent on assailing Yahweh’s kingship and rule over the creation. In response, Yahweh fights against the nations in a new cosmogonic battle, securing the order of creation. Because Yahweh defends his holy mountain against the ravages of chaos, Zion serves as a refuge for the people. Zion is a haven of order in a chaotic world. In the first stanza of Psalm 46 the psalmist extols God as a secure refuge even when the creation itself begins to crumble:


  1God is our refuge and strength,


  a very present help in trouble.


  2Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change,


  though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea;


  3though its waters roar and foam,


  though the mountains tremble with its tumult.


  (Psalm 46:1–3)


  Because God is the creator, he can protect his people against the collapse of the creation. In the second stanza the creation’s reversion to chaos is connected to the nations’ assault on Zion:


  4There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God,


  the holy habitation of the Most High.


  5God is in the midst of the city; it shall not be moved;


  God will help it when the morning dawns.


  6The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter;


  he utters his voice, the earth melts.


  7The LORD of hosts is with us;


  the God of Jacob is our refuge.


  (Psalm 46:4–7)


  At the end of the psalm God is again exalted as the one who is both victorious over all the nations of the earth and a refuge for his people.


  The fifth and final characteristic of the cosmic mountain is that the mountain is often the source of a spring or river endowed with special fertilizing powers. In Psalm 46:4 quoted above a river is associated with Zion. In an Isaianic oracle the inviolability of Zion is also connected to a river:


  Look on Zion, the city of our appointed festivals!


  Your eyes will see Jerusalem,


  a quiet habitation, an immovable tent,


  whose stakes will never be pulled up,


  and none of whose ropes will be broken.


  But there the Lord in majesty will be for us


  a place of broad rivers and streams,


  where no galley with oars can go,


  nor stately ship can pass.


  For the LORD is our judge, the LORD is our ruler,


  the LORD is our king; he will save us.


  (Isaiah 33:20–22)


  In both of these passages the river flowing from Zion is used metaphorically to symbolize the peace and security offered by Zion.


  A perennial spring actually does erupt from the base of Mount Zion. The spring is known as Gihon, and it flows into the pool of Siloam. It served as a water source for the city of Jerusalem, and so symbolized the city’s ability to withstand a lengthy siege. The spring of Gihon also became a symbol of God’s power to fertilize the earth. This is especially true in late prophetic texts. In book of Joel, Yahweh’s defeat of the nations in a cosmogonic battle will result in a fertile land: “In that day the mountains shall drip sweet wine, the hills shall flow with milk, and all the stream beds of Judah shall flow with water; a fountain shall come forth from the house of the LORD and water the Wadi Shittim” (Joel 3:18). A similar vision is heralded in an anonymous oracle appended to the prophecies of Zechariah: “On that day living waters shall flow out from Jerusalem, half of them to the eastern sea and half of them to the western sea; it shall continue in summer as in winter” (Zech 14:8; cf. Ezek 47). In these prophetic oracles the vertical model of sacred space is integrated with the horizontal model. Out of the mountain of God at the center will flow a river that will bring fertility and life to the barren periphery.


  By employing the horizontal and vertical models of sacred space, we have described ancient Israel’s symbolic understanding of the structure of God’s presence in the creation. The significance of this cannot be understated. According to the biblical tradition, God is not transcendent, if by “transcendent” one means “unattached to the world.” God is transcendent only in the sense that God is in the creation, related to the creation, yet remains distinct in substance from the creation (Fretheim, 1984: 70–71). God’s presence in the creation ascribes the creation with value. The creation itself becomes a symbol of God’s presence.4 God can be encountered in the creation. This insight is further confirmed by the natural form of theophanies.


  God’s Form in Theophany


  The form of God’s appearance in theophany is problematic. In many biblical accounts of theophany God’s form is clearly anthropomorphic. This type of theophany is described most frequently in the patriarchal narratives (Gen 18; 28:10–17; 32:22–32 are the most explicit examples). There are many more descriptions of theophany, however, in which God’s appearance is described in natural terms. Specifically, God’s appearance is described overwhelmingly as a thunderstorm. Does this imply that God’s form is the thunderstorm? Most biblical scholars answer, “No” (Barr, 1960: 33). Fretheim, in making the best argument for this conclusion, argues that God appears in human form, but is veiled by natural phenomena. For example, Exodus 3:2 claims that God appeared “in” a flame of fire out of a bush. Similarly, Exodus 19:18 states that Yahweh descended “in” smoke and fire, and although God is veiled, Exodus 24:9–11 claims that Moses and others see the feet of God (Fretheim, 1984: 93–97).


  Fretheim’s observations are decisive in recognizing that God is not identified with the natural phenomena that is characteristic of his theophany. In this sense, God is transcendent. But Fretheim’s arguments are not convincing with regard to the form of God. The description of God’s appearance with both anthropomorphic and natural images does not imply that God appears in human form, though clothed by natural phenomena. Rather, it attests to the necessary anthropomorphism of nature. In order for nature to interact with humans it must be given human characteristics, it must be personified. Humbaba, the guardian of the cedar forests of Lebanon in the Epic of Gilgamesh, for example, is envisioned as a mighty cedar tree. Nevertheless, the Humbaba tree is personified with human traits: Humbaba can speak and fight; Humbaba has a neck and a heart. Humbaba is not a divine figure that is simply clothed in the guise of a tree. Similarly, the biblical descriptions of theophany suggest that Yahweh appears in natural form.


  Perhaps the question, Does God appear in natural form? is misleading. The ancient Israelites do not appear to be addressing this question. As James Barr notes, “form” and “appearance” are correlative in Hebrew thought (1960: 32). The Israelites would have made no distinction between God’s form and appearance. The above discussion on God’s form, on the contrary, assumes this distinction. A more appropriate question might be: Did the ancient Israelites recognize an intensification of God’s presence in natural phenomena? The answer to this question is undoubtedly, “Yes.”


  The most prominent natural phenomenon associated with Yahweh’s theophany is the thunderstorm. Even many of the other biblical examples of God’s appearance in natural form, such as the pillar of fire and cloud, the so-called volcanic eruptions on Sinai, and the repeated references to the wind of God, can be traced to the thunderstorm (Mann; Cross, 1973: 163–69; Luyster). Psalm 18 (= 2 Samuel 22) presents the fullest example of this type of theophany:


  7Then the earth reeled and rocked;


  the foundations also of the mountains trembled


  and quaked, because he was angry.


  8Smoke went up from his nostrils,


  and devouring fire from his mouth;


  glowing coals flamed forth from him.


  9He bowed the heavens, and came down;


  thick darkness was under his feet.


  10He rode on a cherub, and flew;


  he came swiftly upon the wings of the wind.


  11He made darkness his covering around him,


  his canopy thick clouds dark with water.


  12Out of the brightness before him


  there broke through his clouds


  hailstones and coals of fire.


  13The LORD also thundered in the heavens,


  and the Most High uttered his voice.


  14And he sent out his arrows, and scattered them;


  he flashed forth lightnings, and routed them.


  15Then the channels of the sea were seen,


  and the foundations of the world were laid bare


  at your rebuke, O LORD,


  at the blast of the breath of your nostrils.


  (Psalm 18:7–15)


  Numerous other biblical examples of God’s appearance in the thunderstorm could be marshaled, but this example is sufficiently illustrative for our purposes. The violent phenomena of the thunderstorm – raging winds, lightning that causes smoke when it strikes the earth, hail, darkness, torrential rains, and earth-shaking thunder – signal the presence of God.


  The ancient Israelites’ recognition of the presence of God in the thunderstorm attests to both the particular environment of Palestine and their own perception of the relationship between God and the creation. In the eastern Mediterranean environment the thunderstorm was the single most powerful natural phenomenon experienced by the people of the region. (Earthquakes, which were not uncommon, would appear to be an exception to this statement, but the linguistic evidence suggests that the Israelites connected the earthquake with the reverberations caused by the thunderstorm.) On the one hand, the thunderstorm was the source of great destructive power. Its torrential rain, fierce winds, hail, and lightning could destroy crops and demolish homes and other structures. On the other hand, the thunderstorm brought the seasonal rains that were essential for the region to support life. Without a regular cycle of rains, the eastern Mediterranean coastal lands quickly become arid and inhospitable (Hiebert, 1992a: 509).


  The thunderstorm with its destructive and life-giving powers served as a fitting symbol for God’s presence in the creation. But this was only possible because the Israelites recognized God’s presence in nature. God was not so transcendent that he remained outside of the natural world. The creation was the means by which the creator was made known. An important axiom of biblical scholarship has been that God was made known through human affairs and actions. But this axiom does not tell the whole story. The rest of creation, the natural world, is also revelatory of God. God’s presence is manifest equally in the formation and destruction of a nation as in the rolling thunderstorm bringing the fructifying rains of winter.


  Creation’s Response to God’s Theophany


  In analyzing the similar theophanies of both Yahweh and Baal (both appear in the thunderstorm), Frank Cross identified a four-fold mythological pattern:


  
    	The Divine Warrior goes forth to battle against chaos (symbolized by the sea or waters, death, dragons like Leviathan, or historical enemies).


    	Nature convulses (writhes) and languishes when the warrior manifests his wrath.


    	The Divine Warrior returns to take up kingship among the gods, and is enthroned on his mountain.


    	The Divine Warrior utters his voice from his temple, and nature again responds. The heavens fertilize the earth, animals writhe in giving birth, and people and mountains whirl in dancing and festive glee (1973: 162–63).

  


  According to this pattern, the natural world responds to God’s theophany with both convulsions and fertility, death and life. Although not explicitly stated by Cross, this is the pattern of the conflict myth, and thus the response of nature can be explained in terms of the order of creation. In the first movement of the myth God marches out to battle because his kingship over creation has been challenged by chaos. The creation begins to crumble because the challenge made against God’s kingship is real, not simply an elaborate foil for God to demonstrate his supremacy. Chaos has disrupted the order of creation; the future of life is uncertain. But the collapse of creation is not due solely to the assault of chaos. Yahweh’s march to battle itself appears to accelerate the collapse.5 The order of creation can only be reconstituted through the destruction of creation (this theme will be take up further in Chapter Six). Despite the challenge of chaos, God is always victorious. The second movement of the myth celebrates God’s victory over chaos and the reestablishment of his kingship. Because God returns to his throne, the creation can flourish again. God the king and creator recreates the world. The cosmic damage done by chaos is reversed, and the creation is restored to its original condition.


  Although most biblical examples of theophany attest to only one movement of this mythic pattern, the hymns that have been juxtaposed in Isaiah 34–35 present the complete pattern. The first movement of the myth is presented in Isaiah 34. In this hymn, the prophet addresses all creation – the earth and all that fills it, the world and all that sprouts from it. Yahweh is marching to battle against the nations because they have challenged his kingship by oppressing his people. They have exiled the people of Judah from the life-producing center to the sterile periphery. The nations, by their assault on the people of God, had assailed God’s rule over creation. Their challenge will not succeed; Yahweh will defeat them in a new cosmogonic battle. Nevertheless, the consequences of their challenge and the need for Yahweh’s battle is the disintegration of creation.


  All the host of heaven shall rot away,


  and the skies roll up like a scroll.


  All their host shall wither


  like a leaf withering on a vine,


  or a fruit withering on a fig tree.


  (Isaiah 34:4)


  The remainder of the hymn further describes this cosmic collapse: The soil will be turned into sulfur, the rivers into pitch, and the land will be drenched with blood and inhabited only by wild demonic creatures.


  Upon Yahweh’s victory over the nations, however, the creation will be restored. Yahweh will return victorious to his throne, reclaim his kingship, and recreate the world.


  1The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad,


  the desert shall rejoice and blossom;


  like the crocus 2it shall blossom abundantly,


  and rejoice with joy and singing.


  The glory of Lebanon shall be given to it,


  the majesty of Carmel and Sharon.


  They shall see the glory of the LORD,


  the majesty of our God. . . .


  5Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened,


  and the ears of the deaf unstopped;


  6then the lame shall leap like a deer,


  and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy.


  For the waters shall break forth in the wilderness,


  and streams in the desert;


  7the burning sand shall become a pool,


  and the thirsty ground springs of water;


  the haunt of jackals shall become a swamp,


  the grass shall become reeds and rushes.


  (Isaiah 35:1–2, 5–7)


  In challenging Yahweh’s kingship the nations had placed themselves at the center. They had claimed the powers of life and death; they had usurped the power of the center. But there they will not remain. When Yahweh goes out to defeat them, the fertile land of the nations will become a sterile desert and worse. Their land will be like the chaotic land of the periphery. In contrast, the people of God who had been exiled to the periphery will experience the fertility and life of the center. The desert of the periphery will blossom with life. God will bring order and life to the periphery so that even human ailments, those aspects of chaos that afflict the human body, will be healed.


  As a result of God’s recreation of the world in which the chaotic periphery is transformed into the life-giving land of the center, the exiled people of God will be able to return to Zion. The barren desert will no longer be an insurmountable obstacle to the center. In response, the people rejoice in God’s salvation:


  The ransomed of the LORD shall return,


  and come to Zion with singing;


  everlasting joy shall be upon their heads;


  they shall obtain joy and gladness,


  and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.


  (Isaiah 35:10)


  The praise of God, however, is not the prerogative of humans alone. At the beginning of this salvation oracle the personified desert itself rejoices in God. The impression from this text is that all of creation praises God as God creates it. The creation, both humans and the natural world, praises God in its very being as the living product of God’s creative desires. The creation as it is designed by the creator is a vehicle of praise. Although implicit in this oracle, creation’s adoration of God is expressed explicitly in Psalm 148. Both humans and the natural world are called to praise God because they are the creation and God is the creator:


  5Let them (elements of nature) praise the name of the LORD,


  for he commanded and they were created.


  6He established them forever and ever;


  he fixed their bounds, which cannot be passed…


  13Let them (humans) praise the name of the LORD,


  for his name alone is exalted;


  his glory is above earth and heaven.


  (Psalm 148:5–6, 13)


  The creation itself attests to the glory of God and so praises God (Fretheim, 1987: 23).


  Theophany and the Israelite Worldview


  Our examination of theophany has enabled us to refine further our model of the basic Israelite worldview, especially with regard to the relationship between God and the creation. But to ensure that we employ an appropriate model for elucidating this relationship, it is helpful to examine this relationship from the perspective of two inappropriate models. At one extreme, the relationship between God and the creation can be viewed through the model of pantheism. According to this model God is identified with the creation. There is no distinction between the world and God; every part of the world is some element of divine being. This is a model of total immanence. At the other extreme, a dualistic model suggests that God is totally independent from the creation. God and the creation are uninvolved, unrelated parts of reality. Dualism can also imply a basic opposition or antagonism between the two parts of reality, but in this context I am using a dualistic model simply to describe what has been called God’s transcendence: God remains apart from the creation. Neither pantheism nor dualism, however, can adequately explain the biblical descriptions of theophany. According to the biblical descriptions, God is intimately involved in the creation, yet remains distinct. The creation can reveal God’s presence, but the creation is not equated with God.


  An alternative model for describing the God-creation relationship that is in accord with the experience of theophany is an organismic model (Fretheim, 1984: 34–35). This model emphasizes the intimate relationship between God and the creation. Clearly, the creation is dependent upon God. The habitable world was created by God and is continually affected by God’s actions in it. God is involved in the creation, but God is also dependent upon the creation to fulfill his purposes. God does not stand outside of the creation acting independently of it (see the similar conclusion by Murphy, 1990: 114). The frequently attested Hebrew expression “heaven and earth” attests to God’s presence in the creation. This expression describes the division between the terrestrial and the extra-terrestrial realms. God reigns uncontested in the heavens, whereas God shares the domain of the earth with humans. However, this expression also attests to the totality and unity of creation (Knierim: 76–80; Fretheim, 1984: 38–39). There is no reality apart from God and the creation. There is no realm for God to dwell in other than the creation. Therefore, God’s presence is necessarily in the creation, and God’s actions are limited by and expressed in terms of the creation. According to our model of the basic Israelite worldview (figure 8), the relationship between God and the creation must be represented by a bi-directional line of causality.


  Although theophany illustrates primarily the relationship between God and the creation, it also confirms the unity of humans and the natural world that is outlined in our model of the Israelite worldview. God’s appearance occurs in both natural and societal forms. No distinction is made between God’s appearance in human affairs and in the natural world. On numerous occasions, for example, the biblical text celebrates God’s victory over a human army, but in the same text God’s appearance in battle is described as a thunderstorm (Hiebert, 1992b). Equally significant, both humans and the natural world respond in praise to God’s theophany. The praise of God is the ultimate fulfillment of creation. As a vehicle of praise, the natural world is an intrinsically valuable aspect of the creation. Humans are not sufficient by themselves to fulfill the purposes of creation. All of creation must participate.


  God’s Covenant with Creation


  The Bible describes the relationship between God and the creation as a covenant, a formal union between two parties. Covenant has long been recognized as a central, if not the central, institution of the religion of Israel. The structure and meaning of the biblical covenants have been thoroughly explored by previous scholars (McCarthy, 1963; Hillers, 1969; Baltzer; Levenson, 1985) and need not be elaborated upon here. The reader is directed to these works for further discussion. For our purposes, we will focus only on those ways in which covenant defines the relationship between God and the creation, and by extension the relationship between humans and the natural world.


  The covenants described in the Bible are not all of one type. God establishes covenants with both individuals (Abraham and David) and a people (Israel). The covenant that concerns us first, however, is God’s covenant with all creation. This covenant provides the foundation for all other covenants. It is given by God in response to his prior destruction of the created order with a flood, and occurs in two different yet complementary forms: Genesis 8:20–22 and 9:8–17.


  The Yahwist’s Covenant


  The first passage has been attributed to the J (the Yahwist) source, and is the earlier of the two texts.6 Although the Yahwist does not use the word “covenant,” his reference to God’s promise is semantically equivalent (Dequeker, 1974: 116). The passage itself is set at the end of the flood, after Noah and his family safely leave the ark:


  20Then Noah built an altar to the LORD, and took of every clean animal and of every clean bird, and offered burnt offerings on the altar. 21And when the LORD smelled the pleasing odor, the LORD said in his heart, “I will never again curse the ground because of humankind, for the inclination of the human heart is evil from youth; nor will I ever again destroy every living creature as I have done.


  22As long as the earth endures,


  seedtime and harvest, cold and heat,


  summer and winter, day and night,


  shall not cease.


  (Genesis 8:20–22)


  We will have more to say about this passage in the context of the flood and the creation myths in the next chapter. At this point it is sufficient simply to note how God’s relationship to creation is envisioned. According to this passage, God’s covenant with creation entails two components: First, God will never again destroy the creation, and second, God will ensure a regular seasonal cycle so that the ground is no longer cursed because of humankind.


  Because of the first human’s rebellion against God, humankind is forced out of the garden of God to live in a dry and barren landscape. The ground is cursed; it will produce only thorns and thistles. Eventually, human rebellion leads to God’s regret that he created the world and humankind. Because humans are continually inclined toward evil, God seeks to destroy the earth and all humans with it (Gen 6:5–7). Only Noah and his family find favor in God’s sight. Despite the fact that the flood destroys all humans except Noah’s family, it failed to change the basic inclination of the human heart (Petersen: 441–44). Because humans are still inclined toward evil (Gen 8:21), it is inevitable that humans will again rebel against God, and God will again regret their creation. God’s covenant with creation, however, rectifies this precarious situation. God acknowledges that humans are evil at heart, and then promises not to destroy creation again because of human rebellion. The creation will continue because God has committed himself to its preservation.


  What is the sign of God’s preservation of the creation? According to this J passage, the regular cycles of nature, characteristic of the eastern Mediterranean seasons and Israel’s own experience of the natural world, attest to God’s preservation. The land of Palestine is a region characterized by two seasons: A cool, moist winter during which crops are planted and harvested, and a hot, dry summer during which vegetation withers but fruit ripens on the trees and vines (Baly: 43–53). These seasons and even the alternation between day and night are not random. The implication of this passage is that they serve as symbols of God’s continual ordering or preservation of the creation.


  The Priestly Writer’s Covenant


  The covenant that is implicit in the J passage is made explicit in the second passage which is attributed to the P (the Priestly writer) source. This passage explicitly states that God established a covenant with all creation:


  8Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him, 9“As for me, I am establishing my covenant with you and your descendants after you, 10and with every living creature that is with you, the birds, the domestic animals, and every animal of the earth with you, as many as came out of the ark. 11I establish my covenant with you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.” 12God said, “This is the sign of the covenant that I make between me and you and every living creature that is with you, for all future generations: 13I have set my bow in the clouds, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth. 14When I bring clouds over the earth and the bow is seen in the clouds, 15I will remember my covenant that is between me and you and every living creature of all flesh; and the waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh. 16When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.”


  (Genesis 9:8–16)


  The Priestly writer’s formulation of God’s covenant with the creation has the same basic meaning as the Yahwist’s formulation: God will never again destroy the earth with flood. The Priestly writer, however, specifically claims that God’s covenant is with all of creation. It encompasses every living creature and the earth itself. Like the Yahwist, the Priestly writer asserts that the natural order, in the form of a rainbow, attests to God’s covenant with creation, but whereas the natural order for the Yahwist serves as a sign to humans of God’s preservation of creation, the bow according to the Priestly writer serves as a reminder to God of his own covenantal pledge. In other words, the rainbow reminds God to actively maintain the order of creation so that the naturally occurring storm will not escalate into a cosmic flood that threatens the life of creation (L. Turner).


  The corollary to God’s covenant with creation is God’s activity in blessing. God acts within the cycles of the natural world to sustain the created order (Wehemeier; Westermann, 1978; Mitchell: 29–78). For the Priestly writer, God’s blessing is symbolized by human procreation. In the context of establishing a covenant with creation, the Priestly writer states: “God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth’” (Gen 9:1). This is the reiteration of God’s blessing at creation when God blessed both humans (Gen 1:28) and other living creatures (Gen 1:22; oddly, God explicitly blesses the fish and the birds, but not the land animals, which were possibly included with the blessing of humans in an earlier form of the text). Moreover, the Priestly writer demonstrates God’s activity in sustaining the creation through two extensive genealogical lists, one placed after God’s initial creation (Gen 5) and one after God’s recreation of the world in connection with the flood (Gen 10–11). These genealogies are not simply chronological notes, nor do they exclusively serve antiquarian interests. Rather, they attest to God’s continuing commitment to the creation. God is bound in covenant with the creation and displays his obligation to the creation through his blessing.


  Other writers of the Bible also emphasize this correlation between God’s covenant with creation and God’s activity in blessing. The Yahwist, for example, highlights God’s sustaining activity in creation by linking God’s blessing in procreation to God’s covenant with Abraham, which is itself based on God’s covenant with creation (Dequeker, 1974). In Psalm 65 God’s blessing is presented as an extension of God’s activity in creation. In verses 5–8 the psalmist praises God for defeating his enemies in a cosmogonic battle and establishing the created order. Praise of God’s blessing in creation then ensues:


  9You visit the earth and water it,


  you greatly enrich it;


  the river of God is full of water;


  you provide the people with grain,


  for so you have prepared it.


  10You water its furrows abundantly,


  settling its ridges,


  softening it with showers,


  and blessing its growth.


  11You crown the year with your bounty;


  your wagon tracks overflow with richness.


  12The pastures of the wilderness overflow,


  the hills gird themselves with joy,


  13the meadows clothe themselves with flocks,


  the valleys deck themselves with grain,


  they shout and sing together for joy.


  (Psalm 65:9–13)


  The experience of God’s blessing is not limited to procreation. As the creator, God provides the earth with fertility and water so that it will sustain life. The flourishing of life itself – human, animal, and vegetable – is the result of God’s covenant with creation.


  God’s Covenant with Israel


  The most familiar and well-studied of the biblical covenants is the covenant God made with the people of Israel at Mount Sinai. According to the biblical tradition, God brought Israel to his desert mountain after delivering them from bondage in Egypt. At the mountain of God the people swore by oath to follow all the laws that God had given the people through Moses. In turn, God would make Israel his people and bless them. Otherwise, God would bring curses upon them. God’s covenant was offered to the people, but the people were not free to refuse the covenant unscathed. They could accept the covenant and live, or reject the covenant and die, but they could not remain neutral. God’s covenant was not a relationship that Israel could safely refuse.


  Despite a few dissident voices, most scholars compare the structure and significance of this covenant with the suzerain-vassal treaties made by the Hittites, the Assyrians, and other ancient Near Eastern peoples. This type of treaty established a political alliance between a mighty emperor and a subordinate king who was dependent upon the emperor for his throne. The suzerain-vassal treaty is characteristically comprised of six parts: (1) A preamble by which the suzerain identifies himself; (2) a historical prologue in which the suzerain’s previous dealings with the vassal are outlined, especially how the suzerain has acted benevolently on behalf of the vassal; (3) a series of stipulations that are imposed on the vassal; (4) provisions for the deposit and public reading of the treaty; (5) a list of witnesses; and (6) the curses and blessings that will befall the vassal depending on his faithfulness in following the stipulations of the treaty.


  Although the Sinai covenant is not itself a treaty, biblical scholars have been correct to draw attention to the numerous similarities between the form of the Sinai covenant and the suzerain-vassal treaties. In particular, this type of political treaty serves as a model for understanding the significance of the numerous laws that form the condition of God’s covenant. According to the suzerain-vassal treaty, the vassal has an obligation to keep the stipulations of the suzerain because the suzerain had acted graciously on his behalf. In the Hittite treaty of Mursilis, for example, Duppi-Tessub of Amurru is obligated to Mursilis because Mursilis established him on the throne over the land of Amurru:


  When your father died, in accordance with your father’s word I [Mursilis] did not drop you. Since your father had mentioned to me your name with great praise, I sought after you. To be sure, you were sick and ailing, but although you were ailing, I, the Sun, put you in the place of your father and took your brothers and sisters and the Amurru land in oath for you.


  (Pritchard: 203–4)


  The historical prologue describes in detail all the deeds that the suzerain had done for the vassal for the purpose of pressing upon the vassal his obligation to the suzerain. Similarly, Yahweh’s covenant with Israel does not arise out of a vacuum. Yahweh has already delivered Israel from bondage in Egypt. Israel is obligated to follow the laws of God. For this reason, the people of Israel cannot respond with indifference to God’s covenant. God is the emperor, and God has already acted on the people’s behalf by redeeming them. The people must then accept God’s reign as suzerain and respond accordingly, or else the people rebel against God and must accept the consequences. The Sinai narrative of the Pentateuch and the laws contained therein (Exod 19:1–Num 10:28) cannot be separated theologically from the story of exodus and the history of God’s redemption of Israel (Exod 1–15).


  God’s covenant with Israel, however, cannot be understood on a strictly historical level. God’s right to rule is not derived solely from God’s acts in history. Rather, God’s covenant with Israel is founded ultimately on God’s covenant with creation. Israel owes God allegiance because God has secured the created order from the threats of chaos.


  The Sinai covenant and the suzerain-vassal treaties are based on a similar historical pattern: The vassal is threatened by some enemy force; the suzerain intervenes on behalf of the vassal, defeats the enemy, and delivers him from the threat; and the suzerain establishes his treaty with the vassal to which the vassal is obligated. For Duppi-Tessub, the enemy were those who contested his succession to the throne. Mursilis thus secured his position on the throne. For the people of Israel, the enemy was Egypt, and God’s deliverance of the people was the exodus. This historical pattern, however, is the same pattern that lies behind the conflict myth (Levenson, 1988: 131–39). In the Enuma Elish, the most elaborate presentation of this pattern, the existence of all the gods is similarly threatened by Tiamat and her army. At the request of the gods, Marduk marches out to battle and defeats Tiamat. But Marduk exacted a price for his service. In exchange for their deliverance, the assembly of the gods must grant him kingship over all the gods. Marduk’s right to rule over the gods and their allegiance to him in response is the corollary to his victory over the menacing Tiamat.


  The demonstration of Marduk’s kingship was the creation of the world. The ordered world attested to Marduk’s defeat of Tiamat and his rule over all the gods. Similarly, in the biblical tradition Yahweh’s right to rule over Israel and to establish his covenant with the people is demonstrated by the exodus. But the exodus is not simply God’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt, for through the exodus Yahweh also defeated the agent of chaos (Pharaoh) and restored the created order. The exodus-Sinai narrative is simply the historical analogue to the conflict myth.


  The lists of witnesses that are present in all suzerain-vassal treaties confirm our conclusion that covenant is grounded in creation. These lists contain the names of the gods of both parties, many of which are creation deities, and elements of the creation itself. In his treaty with Duppi-Tessub, Mursilis calls upon “the mountains, the rivers, the springs, the great Sea, heaven and earth, the winds and clouds” (Pritchard: 205) to bear witness. In the biblical tradition there are no other gods to witness God’s covenant with Israel. Nevertheless, the creation stands as a testimony of God’s commitment to the people and of the people’s oath to be faithful to God. In the reformulation of the Sinai covenant in the book of Deuteronomy, for example, God explicitly summoned the creation to witness the covenant: “I call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses” (Deut 30:19). Similarly, when Israel breaks God’s covenant, the creation stands as a testimony against her:


  1Rise, plead your case before the mountains,


  and let the hills hear your voice.


  2Hear, you mountains, the controversy of the LORD,


  and you enduring foundations of the earth;


  for the LORD has a controversy with his people


  and he will contend with Israel.


  (Micah 6:1–2)


  The creation can serve as a witness to the terms of the covenant because the covenant is grounded in the order of creation. On the one hand, the creation itself attests to God’s supremacy over all enemies. God has defeated all threats to the order of creation, and has thus secured the redemption of Israel. On the other hand, the creation attests to Israel’s fidelity to the covenant. As long as Israel remains faithful to the covenant, the creation will flourish. However, if Israel rebels against the covenant, the creation itself will show the effects. It will become sterile and hostile because Israel’s rebellion constitutes a threat to God’s own supremacy over the creation.


  Creation’s witness to Israel’s fidelity to the covenant is formalized in terms of blessings and curses. If Israel is faithful to the covenant – that is, if Israel keeps the stipulations of the covenant – Israel will experience the blessings of the covenant. On the other hand, if Israel rebels against the covenant and refuses to follow its stipulations, then Israel will experience the curses of the covenant. The blessings and curses of the covenant indicate a direct relationship between Israel’s actions and the condition of the natural world.


  13If you will only heed his every commandment that I am commanding you today – loving the LORD your God, and serving him with all your heart and with all your soul – 14then he will give the rain for your land in its season, the early rain and the later rain, and you will gather your grain, your wine, and your oil; 15and he will give grass in your fields for your livestock, and you will eat your fill. 16Take care, or you will be seduced into turning away, serving other gods and worshiping them, 17for then the anger of the LORD will be kindled against you and he will shut up the heavens, so that there will be no rain and the land will yield no fruit; then you will perish quickly off the good land that the LORD is giving you.


  (Deuteronomy 11:13–17)


  The blessings and curses listed in the above and other covenantal passages should not be interpreted simply as God’s reward or punishment for Israel’s fidelity to the covenant. Rather, the evidence suggests that the blessings and curses reflect the structure of creation. According to the covenant theology, God established in the creation an act-consequence construct so that there is a built-in and inherent connection between an action and its consequence. One scholar has even labeled this act-consequence construct a cosmogony: “The act/consequence cosmogony envisions such pervasive order in the closed circuit of creation that whatever humans do, whether for good or for ill, will necessarily have repercussions in nature as easily as among people” (Knight: 150). Consequently, when the people of Israel rebel against God’s covenant, they are corrupting the order of creation. Through transgression they do objective damage to the creation which responds accordingly. Similarly, when the people follow the covenant, they live in accord with the creation which flourishes as God intended. Yahweh’s role as creator, then, consists in setting in motion and bringing to completion those effects which he established in the created order (Koch, 1983).


  The covenant relationship between God and Israel provides a framework for understanding the Israelites’ relationship to their natural environment. By employing the value orientation preference model, we can discern ancient Israel’s preference for the harmony-with-nature solution to the human-relationship-to-nature problem. In other words, the Israelites perceived the condition of the natural world to be linked to their status as a covenant people. If the Israelites were faithful to God, then the land would be fruitful and the people would prosper. Drought, plague, pestilence, infertility, and the resultant poverty and death, on the other hand, would be the inevitable results of the people’s transgressions against God and the created order. The natural world would serve as a witness to Israel’s faithfulness to God. This reciprocal relationship between Israel and the natural world is represented in the model of the basic Israelite worldview (figure 8) by the bi-directional horizontal arrow. The Israelites’ actions cause ramifications in the natural world, according to their faithfulness to the covenant, which will affect them in turn – causing them to prosper or suffer, to live or to die.


  Job and the Breakdown of the Israelite Worldview


  The book of Job challenges the Relationship assumptions of the basic Israelite worldview, namely, that the condition of the natural or material world is an indication of the people’s fidelity to God. For Job the harmony-with-nature solution to the human-relationship-to-nature problem is inadequate to explain his miserable plight. Job suffered the loss of his family, his possessions, and his health, yet Job claims that he is innocent of any transgressions against God. His friends repeatedly try to explain his suffering in terms of the covenant theology, but Job successfully refutes their explanations at every turn. Job’s unhappy experience of the world cannot be resolved in terms of lack of faithfulness to God. Thus Job makes two charges against God: First, God has failed to rule the creation properly so that the righteous are blessed and the wicked are cursed; and second, in the case of Job’s own suffering “God is guilty of criminal negligence” (Crenshaw: 71). Job demands a hearing before God in order to force God to justify his actions, and thereby remove the implied guilt that has been placed on Job.


  When God finally confronts Job, however, it is Job and not God who must account for his actions. In two speeches God assails both Job’s understanding of creation and his ability to create:


  4Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?


  Tell me if you have understanding.


  5Who determined its measurements – surely you know!


  Or who stretched the line upon it?


  6On what were its bases sunk,


  or who laid its cornerstone


  7when the morning stars sang together


  and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy?


  (Job 38:4–7)


  1Can you draw out Leviathan with a fishhook,


  or press down its tongue with a cord?


  2Can you put a rope in its nose,


  or pierce its jaw with a hook?


  3Will it make many supplications to you?


  Will it speak soft words to you?


  4Will it make a covenant with you


  to be taken as your servant forever?


  (Job 41:1–4)


  In accusing God of failing to act as the creator, Job uttered ignorant words against God. Job has no understanding of creation: How can he assert that God has failed to maintain the created order? Job has no ability or power to participate in God’s creative activity: How can he accuse God of criminal negligence? No explanation for Job’s suffering, however, is forthcoming.


  The implications of the book of Job for the Israelite worldview are twofold. First, the character of Job gives preference on the subjugation-to-nature solution of the human-relationship-to-nature problem. The created order is an uncontrollable, unpredictable mystery. There is no necessary correlation between human fidelity and the condition of creation. The righteous do experience a creation that appears to be out of order. Yet humans have no choice but to accept the creation that God provides for them. The character of Job reflects a worldview that has been challenged by the external inconsistencies of the world. Job’s suffering was at odds with the basic assumption that human actions have a reciprocal effect on the natural world. Therefore, the character of Job falls back on his second order value orientation preference, subjugation-to-nature, in order to make sense of his experience of the world.


  Second, the book of Job serves as a critique of some implications of the Israelite worldview. The Israelite worldview assumes a reciprocal relationship between humans and the natural world. The book of Job does not deny that human sin, for example, results in the corruption of the natural world, that nature is affected by human actions. It does deny, however, that nature is an unambiguous witness to the character of human actions. As reflected in the speeches of Job’s friends, some formulations of the covenant theology placed humans at the center of creation, and fidelity to God as the exclusive factor in determining the order of creation. The condition of creation was thought to be dependent upon human actions. The speeches of Yahweh, however, emphasize the cosmic insignificance of humankind and human actions (Crenshaw: 80–84). They neither understand the workings of the creation, nor are they able to replicate God’s creation. The speeches themselves consist primarily of meteorological (snow, hail, wind, rain, lightning, dew, frost, clouds, constellations) and zoological (lion, mountain goat, wild ass, wild ox, ostrich, horse, hawk, Behemoth, Leviathan) surveys. Humans have no role in the creation of these animals and natural phenomena. Moreover, the wild animals were not created for any human benefit but for God’s own delight. The world was not created with humans at the center. Therefore, the creation and its creator cannot be judged from the human perspective (Gordis).


  God’s Covenant with the King


  According to the biblical tradition, two individuals found favor with God so that God made a covenant with them: Abraham and David. These two covenants are not unrelated. Especially in the J source, God’s covenant with Abraham foreshadows God’s covenant with David. The Abrahamic covenant, for example, is stated in terms of promises to be fulfilled in the future: God will make Abraham into a great nation, and he will be a source of blessing for all the families of the earth (Gen 12:1–3). It is not Abraham but his descendants who will experience the blessings of God’s covenant. After Abraham left his homeland and entered the land of Palestine, God formalized his covenant with Abraham. God promised him countless descendants (Gen 15:5–6) and land:


  18On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, saying, “To your descendants I will give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the Euphrates, 19the land of the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the Kadmonites, 20the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim, 21the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashites, and the Jebusites.”


  (Genesis 15:18–21)


  The land that God promised Abraham in fact corresponds to the borders of David’s kingdom. Scholars have reasonably concluded, therefore, that the Yahwist modeled the Abrahamic covenant on the Davidic covenant so that David’s kingdom would become the fulfillment of God’s promises to Abraham.


  The hallmark of the Davidic covenant is the unique paternal relationship that God establishes with David and his heirs. God will be a father to David and his heirs, who in turn will be sons to God. The formulation of this covenant is placed in the context of David’s desire to build a temple for God. Using a play on the word “house,” the Deuteronomistic Historian shaped originally unrelated traditional material (Cross, 1973: 241–62) in order to emphasize that although God would not allow David to build a house (i.e., temple), a task that was expected of kings (Kapelrud, 1963), God will establish for David a house (i.e., dynasty):


  11Moreover the LORD declares to you that the LORD will make you a house. 12When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your ancestors, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. 13He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. 14I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to me. When he commits iniquity, I will punish him with a rod such as mortals use, with blows inflicted by human beings. 15But I will not take my steadfast love from him, as I took it from Saul, whom I put away from before you. 16Your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be established forever.


  (2 Samuel 7:11b–16)


  This paternal relationship between God and the king was not unique to Israel but rather was characteristic of the common royal ideology of the ancient Near East (Frankfort). The king was considered to be the earthly representative (i.e., son) of God, and the deeds of the king were symbolic of the deeds of God. This correlation between king and God is attested in numerous psalms, but nowhere more clearly than in Psalm 2:


  7I will tell of the decree of the LORD:


  He said to me, “You are my son;


  today I have begotten you.


  8Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage,


  and the ends of the earth your possession.”


  (Psalm 2:7–8)


  This psalm begins by describing how the nations gather together in an assault against God’s anointed king on Zion. But their attack will not be successful because God and the king are like one. Because the king is God’s representative, an assault against the king is an attack against God. Therefore, just as God is victorious over all his enemies, so also will the king be victorious. Just as God rules over all creation, so also will the king rule over all the earth from Zion.


  Human kingship is modeled on divine kingship. But what is the basis of kingship itself? According to the biblical tradition and the ancient Near Eastern royal ideology, kingship was earned through military victory (Halpern: 51–109). In heaven, kingship was acquired by the Divine Warrior who defeats chaos and subsequently creates the world. The biblical enthronement psalms (Pss 47, 93, 95, 96, 97, 98, and 99) celebrate Yahweh’s kingship because he has secured the world from the threat of the unruly waters:


  1The LORD is king, he is robed in majesty;


  the LORD is robed, he is girded with strength.


  He has established the world; it shall never be moved;


  2your throne is established from of old;


  you are from everlasting.


  3The floods have lifted up, O LORD,


  the floods have lifted up their voice;


  the floods lift up their roaring.


  4More majestic than the thunders of the mighty waters,


  more majestic than the waves of the sea,


  majestic on high is the LORD!


  (Psalm 93:1–4)


  On earth, kingship was established and maintained through military victory over human armies. But because of the correlation between king and God, these armies were identified as the agents of chaos. In Psalm 89, a composite psalm reflecting numerous aspects of Israel’s royal ideology, God’s covenant with David is explicitly connected to God’s defeat of chaos and his creation of the world:


  3You said, “I have made a covenant with my chosen one,


  I have sworn to my servant David:


  4‘I will establish your descendants forever,


  and build your throne for all generations.’”


  9You rule the raging of the sea;


  when its waves rise, you still them.


  10You crushed Rahab like a carcass;


  you scattered your enemies with your mighty arm.


  11The heavens are yours, the earth also is yours;


  the world and all that is in it – you have founded them.


  (Psalm 89:3–4, 9–11)


  Because God is king in heaven, he can guarantee David’s kingship on earth (Levenson, 1985: 102–11). God will secure David’s kingship by defeating all his enemies:


  22The enemy will not outwit him,


  the wicked shall not humble him.


  23I will crush his foes before him


  and strike down those who hate him.


  24My faithfulness and steadfast love shall be with him;


  and in my name his horn shall be exalted.


  25I will set his hand on the sea


  and his right hand on the rivers.


  (Psalm 89:22–25)


  Just as God is victorious in heaven, so will David be victorious on earth. The last verse of this passage is especially significant: David is given control over the aquatic symbols of chaos. This text could simply mean that David’s enemies are equated with chaos, but the verse itself focuses on David’s role rather than that of his enemies. As the representative of God, David has been placed in the position of the creator in relation to the earth. David himself, enabled by God’s covenant with him, secures the created order by defeating his enemies.


  A different, yet complementary, argument for the integral link between the actions of the king and the order of creation has been given by Hans H. Schmid. He has argued convincingly that legal order in the ancient Near East, including covenant in the Bible, belongs to the order of creation (1968; 1984; compare Scullion, 1971). Cosmic order is characterized by righteousness, and, according to the ancient Near Eastern royal ideology, the king, whether he be the divine king or the earthly representative of the deity, was the guarantor of the created order. “Upon him and his acts depend the fertility of the land as well as the just social and political order of the state” (Schmid, 1984: 105). Through the promulgation of laws and his accompanying execution of justice, the king demonstrates righteousness which was not simply an attribute of moral character but the action of world-ordering. For this reason, the promulgation of law is connected to the time of creation. In the prologue to his famous law code, for example, Hammurabi claims that he was appointed by the gods at the creation of the world to bring justice to the people (Pritchard: 164). His law is thereby equated with the order of creation.


  In the biblical tradition it is foremost Yahweh who is righteous, and he demonstrates his righteousness as the ruler over creation by maintaining the covenant which ensures that the heavens will provide the needed rain for the land, that the land will be fertile and produce an abundance of crops, and that the people will know peace. But the Davidic king is Yahweh’s earthly representative. His task is to demonstrate God’s righteousness, and thereby secure the order of creation (cf. Ps 72).


  In contrast to the covenant theology and the book of Job, the biblical texts that stem from the royal ideology reflect the mastery-over-nature solution to the human-relationship-to-nature problem. Because of the correlation between king and God, the king stands in the same relationship to the creation as does God the creator. Just as God defeated the agents of chaos, the king secures the order of creation by defeating all his enemies. The king’s deeds are world-ordering. The king’s mastery over nature, however, is only by virtue of God’s covenant which is bestowed upon him as a gift. Many scholars have emphasized the unconditional character of the Davidic covenant, but this can be misleading. The king is not given absolute power over the creation, nor is the king’s rule without qualification. Rather, the king’s rule is dependent upon God and should be characterized by God’s righteousness. The king is merely the representative of God. To assume otherwise is hubris. The king should act as God’s agent of righteousness on the earth. Through righteousness he should dispense justice on the people and secure the fertility of the earth. Therefore, the king’s deeds should also conform to the order of creation. The royal ideology also reflects the harmony-with-nature solution which is characteristic of the basic Israelite worldview.


  Covenant and the Israelite Worldview


  Through our investigation of the covenant, we have detected all three solutions to the human-relationship-to-nature problem. God’s covenant with covenant with creation and with Israel at Sinai reflect the harmony-with-nature solution. The book of Job presents Job’s preference for the subjugation-to-nature solution as a critique of the covenant theology. The royal ideology gives preference to the mastery-over-nature solution, but the harmony-over-nature solution is also reflected. The reflection of these diverse solutions in the biblical texts is to be expected, for the value orientation preference model presupposes that all alternative solutions are present in every society. These solutions might simply reflect the preferences of different subgroups within the Israelite society (the royal establishment, wisdom circles, the masses). Or the different solutions might reflect different circumstances, and thus second or third order preferences of the same basic value orientation (this interpretation was suggested for the character of Job). In any case, these alternative value orientations pose a problem for understanding the ancient Israelite worldview. As discussed in Chapter One, there is a direct correlation between the solutions to the human-relationship-to-nature problem and the assumptions of the Relationship universal. Do the diverse value orientations indicate diverse worldviews, or can these value orientations be integrated into a single worldview?[image: ]


  Because the assumptions of the Relationship universal are contingent upon the Classification universal, the latter might serve as a key to understanding the relationship of these value orientations. A primary Classification assumption of the ancient Israelites, as a collectivist society, was the distinction between ingroup and outgroup. This assumption takes precedence even over the three-fold division between God, humans, and nature, but it is subordinate to the fundamental distinction between the creator and the creation.7 The Israelites’ classification domains can be diagrammed as in figure 13. A distinction thus needs to be made between a person’s value orientation toward ingroup nature and outgroup nature (which will tend to replicate a person’s attitude toward other ingroup members in contrast to outgroup members).


  The distinction between ingroup and outgroup explains why two different value orientations are detected in the royal ideology. The texts which reflect the mastery-over-nature orientation also emphasize the king’s ability to defeat all his enemies, whereas the texts which imply a harmony-with-nature orientation emphasize the king’s role in maintaining the created order by dispensing justice on the people. These texts reflect the king’s orientation toward outgroup and ingroup members respectively. He will demonstrate his mastery over all those outside of his group (Israel), just as God displayed mastery over the agents of chaos in the battle of creation. By defeating his enemies, the king secures the order of creation. In relation to Israel, however, the king will act according to righteousness, that is, the order of creation, and thereby guarantee the blessings of creation.


  The Sinai covenant reflects only ingroup relations. The faithfulness of the Israelites to the covenant affects their own experiences of the natural world. Their land will be either fertile or sterile; their land will experience either plenty of rain or drought; their animals will either give birth to offspring or miscarry; they will either live or die. The harmony-with-nature orientation is characteristic of the relationship among ingroup members – the relationship between the Israelites and their land.[image: ]


  People do no always experience nature as belonging to their ingroup. Like an invincible foreign army which wantonly invades and devastates a society, nature can be experienced as an overpowering enemy from which their is no retreat. The natural world can be viewed as an outgroup to which one is subjugated. This was the experience of Job. This was also the experience of the peasants, the populace of ancient Israel. With no land, they were subject to the control of the land owners (outgroup). They were similarly powerless before nature, unable to effect any real change in the natural world. Subjugation-to-nature, like mastery-over-nature, is an orientation toward the natural world of the outgroup, but unlike the mastery-over-nature orientation, this orientation experiences the natural world as dominant and overwhelming.


  Each solution to the human-relationship-to-nature problem replicates different societal relations according to ingroup/outgroup boundaries. The harmony-with-nature solution replicates internal ingroup relations. The mastery-over-nature solution replicates ingroup-outgroup relations from the perspective of a dominant ingroup. The subjugation-to-nature solution replicates ingroup-outgroup relations from the perspective of a dominant outgroup. These alternative value orientations are thus complementary and can be integrated into a single model of the Israelite worldview, illustrated in figure 14.


  Notes


  1. Cyclical time, when projected onto ancient societies is anachronistic. It is an image derived from our mechanical view of the world. This type of time is better understood as oscillating time – as a “rhythmically swinging back and forth between recurrent markers” (Kearney: 99).


  2. According to Eliade, the awareness of sacred space is a primordial human experience, preceding all theoretical reflection on the world (1959: 20-21). In other words, humans first experience the distinctiveness of sacred space and then begin to theorize and formulate the significance of that experience through myths and rituals.


  3. The text of the NRSV has been altered slightly to read “assembly in the far north” rather than “Zaphon.” The background of this oracle, which has its origin in a myth of the rebellion of an astral deity, centers upon El’s unnamed mountain dwelling, the meeting place of the divine assembly, which is located in the far north, rather than Baal’s mountain abode, Zaphon, which is also located in the north. See Cross (1973: 38).


  4. A similar insight is encompassed in the metaphor of Lady Wisdom (Murphy, 1985: 8-10; Yee: 90).


  5. Cross connects the collapse of creation to the fear that the personified natural world experiences before the fierce anger of the Divine Warrior; see also Loewenstamm. This trembling of nature in fear is certainly present in the biblical texts, but this interpretation is not sufficient in itself to explain the biblical descriptions of theophany. Yahweh is marching to battle, nature is trembling, but the reason for both is the new cosmogonic battle that the Divine Warrior must fight.


  6. Through the use of source criticism, biblical scholars have been able to isolate four literary strands in the Pentateuch--J (the Yahwist), E (the Elohist), D (the Deuteronomist), and P (the Priestly writer)--each written during a different period of Israelite history, and each characterized by a distinctive purpose. For a clear demonstration and assessment of this “documentary hypothesis,” see Friedman. Recently, this interpretation of the literary character of the Pentateuch as come under attack. Nevertheless, virtually all scholars continue to recognize the presence of two distinct strands in Genesis 1-11, J and P. The date of the Yahwist is widely debated. Traditionally, J has been assigned to the period of Solomon, though some scholars date him as early as David and as late as the exile. Scholars are generally agreed that the Priestly writer dates from the period of the exile or the early postexilic period, though he also incorporated earlier material.


  7. The classification of god along ingroup/outgroup lines is problematic. The biblical texts clearly differentiate between Yahweh, the God of Israel, and the gods of the nations. Yet the Israelites are repeatedly condemned by the prophets for worshipping “foreign” or “Canaanite” gods. Many of the Israelites simply did not recognize the ingroup/outgroup boundaries in relation to the gods. The boundaries between creator and creation served to demarcate a more fundamental distinction. Those gods which the Israelites associated with the powers of creation--Yahweh, Baal, and Asherah were the more popular gods--were worshipped by the people. Monolatry (worship of one god) among the Israelites can be tied to their recognition of Yahweh as the sole creator.


  



  Chapter Five


  In the Beginning: The Creation Myths


  The Present in the Beginning and the End


  The ancient Israelites’ values toward nature are made most explicit through their myths of the beginning and the end. These myths specifically address the triangular relationship between God, humans, and the natural world. Thus they provide a final yet necessary resource for our investigation of the Israelites’ values toward nature and the worldview in which they are rooted.


  Although myths of the beginning and the end are ostensibly placed on a temporal continuum, referring to the past and the future respectively, the significance of these myths is focused on the present (van der Leeuw; Pettazzoni: 29; Westermann, 1972). In other words, these myths are about the present values and conditions of the people who generated them rather than the obscure past or the unknown future. Not all readers of these myths, however, have recognized their present orientation. In part, this is due to a failure by many readers to recognize the mythic character of the Bible’s stories and descriptions of the beginning and the end. But more important, many if not most readers of the Bible – scholars and laity alike – have failed to distinguish between their own temporal orientation and the temporal orientation of traditional societies, including ancient Israel.


  All cross-cultural studies, which of course includes the study of the Bible by twentieth century Westerners, must take into account cultural differences concerning the perception of time in order to avoid ethnocentrism and misunderstanding (Maines). Some biblical scholars have therefore attempted to distinguish between the ancient Israelites’ view of time and the modern view of time inherited from the Greeks. Based primarily on linguistic evidence, numerous scholars have argued that the Israelites emphasized the content of time whereas the Greeks emphasized the chronological sequence of time (Boman). According to this distinction, time for the ancient Israelites was infused with substance and identical to that substance. Time was thought to be simply an empty frame of reference that was filled with events. For example, there were times of harvesting, times of planting, times of war, times of raising children, times of death, times of sorrow, times of joy, and times of peace. In each case, time was characterized by the events that filled it (Pedersen: 487–88; Černy: 4–7; Rust).


  This characterization of the Israelite perception of time, however, does not stand up to close examination. On the one hand, the linguistic arguments marshaled to distinguish Israelite from Greek views of time are fallacious (Barr, 1961, 1969; Momigliano). On the other hand, detailed studies of biblical words for time have demonstrated that they do in fact denote chronological sequence (Wilch; DeVries): Hebrew words for time signify both quantitative (chronological sequence) and qualitative (content) aspects with little variance from Greek vocabulary.


  A more promising approach for distinguishing between ancient Israelite and modern Western views of time is available through Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck’s model of value orientation preferences (Malina, 1989a). As with the human-relationship-to-nature problem, this model enables us to categorize possible cultural solutions to the common human problem regarding the temporal-focus-of-human-life: What temporal focus – past, present, or future – forms the framework for solutions to the vital problems of human life? Although this model does not enable us to discern what is unique about Israelite or Western perceptions of time (with no informants to question, the peculiar features of Israel’s view of time have probably been lost to history), it does differentiate between the fundamental temporal values of each culture.


  In the United States and other Western countries the overwhelming first order preference to this problem is the future-orientation solution. For the majority of Westerners, all human problems can be solved through appropriate future actions. Human goals are placed in the future, and the activity in the present is simply the means by which those goals will be achieved. The future is neither random nor determined, but as the continuation of the present, it can be affected by personal choices. An American axiom is that each one has control over his or her own future. The future for Americans is the motivation for all that happens in the present. We act in the present in order to shape our future. The present, in contrast, is limited to a single moment facing an unlimited future, and is itself instantaneously becoming the past. Now is an ever changing moment in time’s relentless march into the future.


  Although future-orientation is the dominant value preference of Westerners, it is a minority preference in the global community. This is primarily because, according to the analysis of James M. Jones, a future orientation is dependent upon two cultural factors: the belief that if a specific act is performed in the present, the probability of some future goal will be greater; and the tendency to value goals whose attainment can only occur in the future. A necessary prerequisite for these cultural factors, however, is that the survival needs of the present – food, water, shelter, clothing, protection – must be assured. People are unlikely to be concerned about the future until their own survival in the present is secured (Jones). It is therefore not surprising that the future-orientation solution is the dominant preference of U.S. Americans. Our high level of technology and affluent standard of living afford us the luxury to strive for goals in the future. But equally important, we have the means by which to achieve those goals, and by so doing, reinforce our future orientation.


  In contrast to the United States, many societies in the world today and most traditional societies prefer the present-orientation solution to the temporal-focus-of-human-life problem. In a present oriented society, a person’s present activity is aimed at achieving proximate goals. The present is the duration of everyday experiences. It is made up of all forthcoming and recent events; it is not simply a single moment in the course of time. “The immediate future bound up with present as well as previous activity still resonating in the present are all part of that present, still experienced and all actually present” (Malina, 1989a: 12). According to the present-orientation solution, the present is like a line segment rather than a point. The present encompasses a range of human experiences: all that one has experienced in the past relative to what one is currently experiencing and what one is about to experience as a result of the past and the present. Together, this range of experience forms a single, ongoing context of meaning known as the present.


  If the present according to this orientation is experienced time, then the remote past and the distant future are imaginary time (Bourdieu: 60–61; Malina, 1989a: 11–17). Imaginary time is outside the scope of current human experience, and as such, is not subject to the constraints of experienced time. Stories and accounts that take place during experienced time are judged to be true according to their correlation with actual human experiences. In an imaginary world, on the other hand, all things are possible; truth is not limited to human experience. Imaginary time is the time of monsters and mythological creatures, heroes and heroic exploits, miracles and disruptions of the rhythms of nature. From the perspective of the Israelites, imaginary time was the exclusive domain of God. The possible world of the past and the future is made possible by God, but because it belongs to the domain of God, the past and the future as possible worlds “cannot belong and never will belong to human beings” (Malina, 1989a: 15). In other words, humans live and must live in the present. To do otherwise would be tantamount to assuming divine prerogatives.


  Experienced time and imaginary time differ not only in their criteria of truthfulness but also in their function (Malina, 1989a: 24–28). Experienced time is similar to operational time. It is repetitive time, marked by regular intervals, during which the tasks of life – working, eating, sleeping, playing – are carried out. As a result, operational time is primarily subject to environmental constraints. The times of planting and harvesting, for example, are determined by the ecological conditions of a region. Times of eating and defecating are necessitated by the biological demands of the human body. For the cultures surrounding the Mediterranean Sea, warfare and other extended outside activities were conducted only during the dry summer months. The rainy winter months were typically a period of reduced outside activity (Boissevain).


  Imaginary time, on the other hand, is similar to historical time. It is “concerned with the ordering of events or periods in the life of an individual or a society, which are of contemporary significance” (Rayner: 256). Historical time gives warrant to the present society by projecting present concerns and aspirations onto the past and the future. Historical time is the world of the possible; it is subject to social rather than environmental constraints. Traditional cultures turn to historical time in order to explain certain customs, such as Israel’s redemption of the first born child from sacrifice (Gen 22:1–18; Exod 13:11–16), or to justify social demands, such as that Israel should follow the laws of the covenant (compare the numerous examples of God’s past benevolence on behalf of Israel and the prophetic warnings of God’s coming judgment when Israel transgresses the laws).


  Ancient Israel was predominantly a present oriented society, and the Bible’s myths of the beginning and the end reflect imaginary-historical time. They present an imaginative world that is out of sync with human experience. They describe a world in which humans and animals issue from the ground, fruit endows one with life and knowledge, snakes talk, mountains flow with milk and wine, the desert is watered and blossoms, and the lamb and the lion lie down together. Although these myths do not describe the concrete world of Israel’s experience, they do present a picture of the social fabric of ancient Israel. Israel’s remote past and future were constructed in order to explain, justify, and reinforce Israel’s own present social values, customs, and demands. In this way, the biblical myths of the beginning and the end (the latter to be discussed in Chapter Six) serve to inform us about ancient Israel’s values concerning the natural world and the role of humans in relationship to it, and so further illustrate the Israelite worldview.


  The Yahwist Creation Myth


  The two biblical creation myths are rich in tradition and symbolism and lend themselves to multifaceted interpretations, as the voluminous secondary literature on these myths attests. For our purposes, the interpretation of these myths will focus on how they function as myths, that is, as vehicles for communicating the fundamental values of ancient Israelite society. We are less concerned with, for instance, how these myths might have served political ideologies (Wyatt, 1981; Holter) or religious polemics (Hasel, 1972, 1974; Kapelrud, 1974; Soggin: 88–111). Therefore, our analysis will accentuate the interrelationship between God, humans, and the natural world that is disclosed through the metaphors and structure of the myths.


  Creation Inside the Garden: Genesis 2:4b–25


  Creation in the Bible is never creation ex nihilo, “from nothing.” This doctrine was not formulated until the Hellenistic age, to which the first reference is 2 Maccabees 7:28. In the biblical tradition, and in the ancient Near East in general, God always works with some material that is either primordial or simply already there when God begins to create, though the ancient Israelites would not have made this distinction (Andersen: 140–41). As discussed in Chapters Two and Three, God creates either through establishing order and fixing boundaries, usually by separating a primordial substance, or through the natural physical processes of birth and growth. In the Yahwist creation myth the earth itself is primordial. God never creates the earth, but the earth without God’s creative activity is barren and lifeless.


  In typical ancient Near Eastern fashion, the Yahwist creation myth begins by describing that which is absent at the beginning of creation (compare the beginning of the Enuma Elish and the myth of Enki and Ninhursag): The earth exists as a dry, sterile desert, with no plants or vegetation because God has not yet created rain, and because there is no human to till the ground (2:5). This outlines the purpose of God’s creative activity – to create rain and humans to till the ground so that the earth will produce life. In contrast to the negative aspects of creation, the text states positively that there is a spring that swells up from the earth to water the ground (2:6).1 From this spring flows a river which branches into four rivers, two of which are the great rivers of Mesopotamia, the Tigris and the Euphrates (2:10–14). The setting of creation that is being described is the Mesopotamian plain (Batto, 1992: 49; contra Meyers: 83) which is dependent upon irrigation in order to sustain life. The earth has the potential for life; the subterranean waters can be harnessed in order to make the ground fertile. Yet without humans to till the ground and channel the water into irrigation ditches, the Mesopotamian plain remains lifeless (Wenham: 59).


  After describing the setting of creation, through an elaborate set of temporal clauses, the emphasis of the myth falls on God’s first act of creation: God formed the human creature (’adam) from the dust (in the sense of dry earth, dirt) of the ground (’adama), breathed into its nostrils the breath of life, and the human creature became a living being (2:7).2 Scholars have frequently noted that God’s creation of the human creature evokes the image of a potter who “forms” a vessel on the wheel. In particular, a number of scholars have compared Yahweh in this context with the Egyptian creator-god Khnum who fashions humans on his potter’s wheel (Gordon, 1982: 203–4; Hoffmeier: 47; Westermann, 1984: 203). Indeed, this comparison is correct. But just as Khnum’s work as a potter should be understood within the context of the birth process – the potter’s fashioning of a clay vessel is analogous to the creator-god’s fashioning of the fetus in the womb (see the discussion in Chapter Two) – so also Yahweh’s forming of the human creature from the dirt of the ground serves as a metaphor for humankind’s birth out of the earth (contra Wolff, 1974a: 93). The potter metaphor is simply an abstraction of the birth metaphor. Yahweh acts as a potter who forms the human fetus in the womb of the earth, and then Yahweh acts as a midwife by delivering the human creature out of the earth (cf. Benjamin: 119). Yahweh’s role in animating the human creature by breathing into its nostrils can be compared to the birth-goddess Heket who is frequently pictured inserting the ankh, the sign of life, into the nostrils of those whom Khnum fashioned on the wheel (Gordon, 1982: 204). With the crucial aid of Yahweh, the earth at last is able to produce life.


  The creation of the human creature emphasizes the connection between humankind and the earth. Humans have their origin in the ground, and as Genesis 3:19 makes explicit, humans will return to the ground at death. The Yahwist further accentuates this connection through the pun ’adam - ’adama: The human creature is characterized by the ground from which it came. In connecting the human creature with the earth, however, the Yahwist is not making a statement about biological origins. The significance of the correlation between the human creature and the earth is metaphorical and not biological. By connecting humans to the earth, the Yahwist counters all attempts by humans to transcend their creaturely status. Humans are of earth, not of heaven, and so their fate is bound to the earth.


  The primordial earth remained barren because it lacked two ingredients necessary to sustain life: rain and human labor. Therefore, God first forms a human creature from the dust of the ground. Oddly, God does not proceed to create rain. No rain will fall on the earth until God creates the flood-rains in Genesis 7:4. Nor does the human creature, who was created to till the ground, cultivate the barren landscape. Rather, God plants a garden in Eden which is located in the east (from Israel, that is, in Mesopotamia). Just as God brought the human creature out of the earth, so God causes the earth to produce every kind of fruit tree (2:9). The water that is needed to sustain the garden is undoubtedly supplied by the river that flows out of the garden. In his garden Yahweh places the human creature and assigns him the task of tending and preserving it.


  The fact that God planted the garden rather than the human creature suggests that the garden was not intended to be the dwelling place of humans. After all, the garden of Eden is the garden of God. Humans were created to till the ground, and in this manner bring life to the sterile desert. This is their destiny, and the earth outside the garden will be their dwelling. But just as children must remain in the house of their parents until they reach maturity, so also the human creature is placed temporarily in the garden of God.


  Although the human creature is never specifically described as a king, a few scholars have identified a number of royal attributes which the Yahwist ascribes to the human creature. The garden, for example, might serve as an indication of the human creature’s royal status. The garden of Eden is presented as a formal pleasure garden, characteristic of the royal gardens of ancient Near Eastern kings (Wyatt, 1981: 14–15; Hutter; Coote and Ord, 1989: 50–54). The human creature’s task in the garden is the work (one might even say “hobby”) of kings. It is not the back-breaking, sweating toil of farming, but rather the leisurely pruning and manicuring of a self-sustaining perennial garden. The garden of Eden is a paradise in the original use of the term (“paradise” was first used by Xenophon to refer to the pleasure gardens of Persian kings and nobles).


  Similarly, Walter Brueggemann has identified the creation formula, “the LORD God formed the human creature from the dust of the ground” (2:7), as a royal formula of enthronement. The parade example of the royal formula is found in 1 Kings 16:2: “Since I exalted you [Baasha] out of the dust and made you leader over my people Israel . . .” Dust serves as a metaphor in this text for Baasha’s pre-royal status, which apparently was the status of a commoner with non-royal lineage. Elsewhere, dust directly serves as the antithesis to royal status in 1 Samuel 2:6–8 and Psalm 113:7, and is implied in numerous other passages. Applying this metaphorical interpretation to Genesis 2, Brueggemann concludes:


  Adam, in Gen 2, is really being crowned king over the garden with all the power and authority which it implies. This is the fundamental statement about man made by J. He is willed by God to occupy a royal office. . . . Thus creation of man is in fact enthronement of man (12).


  Without denying that a paradisiacal garden has royal connotations or that dust may serve metaphorically as an enthronement formula, neither of these interpretations fits the Yahwist’s narrative. The human creature does not function as a king in his garden. Rather, the garden belongs to God who assigns the human creature a task in the garden and sets limits on the creature’s enjoyment of the garden. God functions as the king in the Yahwist’s myth.


  A comparison between Genesis 2 and Ezekiel 28:12–19 is appropriate in this context. In contrast to Genesis 2, the latter text describes the creation of a primordial king in the garden of Eden. He is specifically identified as a king, and there are references to his wisdom and beauty and his regalia which are characteristic of kings. The similarities between these texts have frequently been observed, but the relationship between these two texts is problematic. In both passages the created being is placed in the garden of Eden from which he is expelled after he claims divine prerogatives. If one text is not directly dependent upon the other, at least a common tradition underlying both texts seems undeniable In any case, the explicit references to the royal attributes of the king in Ezekiel 28 suggests that the royal ideology belonged to the tradition. The Yahwist has simply transformed the creation of the primordial king into the creation of the primordial human (compare van Seters, 1989; 1992: 120–21). The royal attributes identified in Genesis 2 are remnants of traditional material from which the Yahwist constructed his narrative.


  In the garden of Eden God plants two trees of note, the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (2:9). The former tree is only mentioned twice in the narrative, at the beginning and the end (3:22), and thus scholars have commonly assumed that it was a remnant from an earlier myth or the Yahwist’s source material. There have been some scholars, however, who have observed the thematically important role of immortality in this myth, suggesting that the tree of life is integral to the narrative (Hutton; Barr, 1992). The presence of the tree of life in the garden assumes that the human creature is mortal, for the tree offers the creature the opportunity of immortality. Whether the human creature is aware of its mortality, on the other hand, is a different issue that is dependent upon the interpretation of the tree of knowledge. Although the human creature can eat from every other tree in the garden, including the tree of life, the fruit of the tree of knowledge is specifically off-limits. God prohibits the human creature from eating its fruit with the threat that “in the day that you eat of it you shall die” (2:17).


  Initially, the human creature is the only living being in the garden. Recognizing that it is not good for humans to be alone, Yahweh attempts to create, literally, “a helper corresponding to it” (2:18). So just as God formed the human creature out of the ground, God forms all the animals and the birds in similar fashion. God then brings each newly formed creature to the human in order to see what it would name the creature, but the human creature finds no helper corresponding to it (2:19–20). Leaving aside the function of naming, the Yahwist myth emphasizes that humans are similar to the animals and the birds in both substance and method of their creation. All living beings, regardless of species, make up the genus of creature; none are divine. For this reason, God hopes to find a suitable helper for the human from among other creatures. But God fails in his task; no companion for the human can be formed out of the ground.


  A great deal of discussion has centered around the human creature’s role in naming all the animals and birds. For some interpreters, naming becomes a symbol of human dominance and control over the creation. Naming, it is claimed, demonstrates the superiority of humans over other creatures (Wenham: 68), and is comparable to the Priestly writer’s statement that humans should exercise dominion over all the creatures of the earth (von Rad, 1972a: 82–83; Westermann, 1984: 228–29). Thus Lynn White suggested that the positive value ascribed to the human creature’s naming of the animals justifies human exploitation of nature (1205). Although White has been accused of being critically illiterate because he has blurred together the P and the J creation myths – connecting naming with dominion – thus obscuring each (Hiers: 45), White has simply drawn out the implications of what biblical scholars had already stated. But scholars have misinterpreted the significance of name-giving. It does not signal human superiority or human dominance over animals. Both of these attributes are lacking in the Yahwist’s narrative. Rather, in the myth name-giving is placed in the context of finding a suitable helper for the human creature. The significance of name-giving must be understood in this context. “If the act of naming signifies anything about the name-giver, it is the quality of discernment” (Ramsey: 34). By naming the animals and birds the human creature distinguishes between those creatures that are suitable for a human helper and those that are not (Magonet: 40–41). But no creature is found that corresponds to the human.


  Because God is unable to form a suitable helper for the human creature from the ground, God splits the human creature (’adam) in order to create two complementary individuals (Trible, 1978: 94–105): man (’ish) and woman (’ishsha). God puts the human creature into a comatose state (Meyers: 84), takes one of its ribs, and from the rib builds a woman (2:21–22). Prior to this new creation, the human creature was undifferentiated with regard to gender, being either asexual (neither male nor female) or androgynous (both male and female). By splitting the human creature, God introduces differentiation into the human species, but the terms used to describe this differentiation are explicitly social in orientation rather than sexual (Coote and Ord, 1989: 57). The man is identified foremost as a husband, the woman as a wife. The specific social roles of each individual, however, are not outlined until the second half of the myth. At this point in the myth the Yahwist simply notes that their complementary social roles find fulfillment in the institution of marriage (Hutton: 129): By uniting in marriage, the man and the woman restore the one flesh from which they originated (2:24).


  The statement that the man and the woman are naked yet they do not shame each other (Sasson) serves as a point of transition between the two parts of the myth (2:25). On the one hand, it continues to describe the status of the human couple in the garden of Eden. The implication of this statement is that the human couple is sexually unaware. In other words, they do not know that the union of their bodies has the potential to produce new life. They are like children unacquainted with the biological and cultural significance of their bodies, and so their nakedness means nothing to them. On the other hand, this statement introduces those characteristics of the human couple that serve as the focus of the second half of the myth.


  Creation Outside the Garden: Genesis 3


  The second half of the Yahwist creation myth has traditionally been termed the “Fall,” with attention given to the human acts of disobedience against God (beginning, of course, with Paul’s own interpretation of the story in Romans 5, 1 Corinthians 15, and 1 Timothy 2). However, recent scholars have begun to question this theological interpretation of the myth for a variety of reasons. First, although the human couple disregards God’s command by eating the forbidden fruit, this act is never called “sin” (Scullion, 1974: 6–7). “Interpreters may label this act as disobedient; exegetes may consider it sinful. But God does not provide such a judgment within either the narration or the discourse of Genesis 3” (Meyers: 87). The first reference to sin in the Bible is in Genesis 4:7, in the context of Cain’s murder of Abel. Second, the Old Testament itself never characterizes this story as a Fall. For this reason, the Jewish tradition has preferred to characterize this narrative as the human expulsion from the garden rather than as the Fall (Barr, 1992: 4–20). But most important, this theological interpretation fails to account adequately for the change of status of the human couple.


  According to the first part of the Yahwist’s myth, the human couple lives in an unreal world (Carmichael: 47–54; Amit): Humans, animals, and birds alike are born out of the earth. There is no differentiation between humans and other creatures. The woman is created out of the “man.” The human couple is naked like the animals and has no awareness of sexual differentiation. And the human couple live a leisurely life in a pleasure garden planted by God with the possibility of immortality. This is not the world of human experience! As appealing as paradise might be, this is not the world in which humans live, nor is it the world in which humans prefer to live. The archetypal man and woman3 are analogous to children engaging in a rite of passage (Niditch: 31–34). In the first part of the myth they are presented in the unreal world of liminality – the stage of transition between childhood and adulthood, for example (V. Turner: 95–97). All humans must eventually mature into adults. To remain in childhood indefinitely is tantamount to denying one’s own humanity, for only in adulthood do humans find their fulfillment. For this reason, the human couple is not content to live in the status quo world of the garden of Eden. As humans, the man and woman inevitably mature. Yet the human couple’s adult status is incompatible with life in the garden. Rather than being their natural home, the garden of Eden simply serves as the liminal setting for their rite of passage (Hutton: 136–37). Through their acts in the garden, the man and woman are transformed into real humans living in a real world. The second half of the Yahwist creation myth is all about this transformation.


  In the second half of the myth a new character is introduced: the serpent. Just as this part of the myth is not about the “Fall” of humankind, so also the snake is not the Devil or Satan. This common interpretation is the result of later Christian readings of this story as a foreshadowing of the Christ event, but such an interpretation is foreign to the Old Testament itself. The serpent is simply one of the creatures that God formed out of the ground. Specifically, the serpent is identified as the most “crafty” (a Hebrew pun on the word “naked”) of all the creatures that God had made (3:1). In the ancient Near East, the serpent was a symbol of both immortality and wisdom (Joines: 16–41). The serpent thus stands in contrast to the human couple, who are also “naked,” but who are neither immortal nor wise.


  Through a dialogue with the woman, the serpent challenges the human couple’s child-like obedience to God (3:1–5). God prohibited the humans from eating the fruit of the tree of knowledge with the threat of death, but God offered no rationale for the prohibition. Like children, the human couple simply follow God’s command without question. But for the wise serpent, who knew God’s rationale, the prohibition makes little sense. Therefore, the serpent discloses God’s rationale to the human couple: God did not want the human couple to be like the gods, knowing good and evil (3:5). Moreover, the serpent recognizes God’s threat of death as empty. The humans are already mortal; they will eventually die regardless of the prohibition. (The serpent might have reasoned that once the human couple had knowledge of their own mortality, they would eat the fruit of the tree of life and gain immortality. It should be noted that in the dialogue with the woman, the serpent tells the truth. The humans become like the gods, and they do not die.) The serpent’s case against God’s prohibition is persuasive to the human couple. They eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge (3:6) and become aware of their nakedness. But because their nakedness is now shameful to them, they cover their genitals with fig leaves (3:7).


  Much of the interpretation of Genesis 3 hinges on the meaning of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and what its fruit provides for the human couple. Unfortunately, the number of proposed interpretations of this tree and its significance is roughly equivalent to the number of scholars who have studied it (a good summary and critique of most of the proposals is given by Westermann, 1984: 242–45; Wallace, 1985: 115–32). The context suggests that the knowledge of good and evil must have something to do with the human couple’s awareness of sexuality: Before they eat the fruit the couple is sexually unaware (they are naked yet not ashamed), but after they eat the fruit they are aware of their sexual nature (they know they are naked and thus cover their genitals). The knowledge of good and evil, then, must entail the knowledge of sexuality. Indeed, the Yahwist uses knowledge as a euphemism for sexual intimacy, especially in reference to Adam and his son: “Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore Cain” (Gen 4:1); “Cain knew his wife, and she conceived and bore Enoch” (Gen 4:17); “Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son and named him Seth” (Gen 4:25). The knowledge of good and evil, however, is not sexual knowledge in this sense. The context of Genesis 3 precludes the possibility of actual sexual relations between the man and the woman. They are not aware of their sexuality until after they gain the knowledge of good and evil.


  Many scholars have correctly argued that the expression “knowledge of good and evil” is a merism4 for universal knowledge. In other words, this expression is equivalent to “all knowledge from A to Z.” More specifically, in the context of the Yahwist myth this knowledge is what distinguishes humans from the rest of the created beings, and so can appropriately be termed “cultural knowledge” (Wellhausen: 302; Oden, 1981: 213). According to the first part of this creation myth, humans are made of the same substance as the animals, birds, and the earth itself. This homology between humans and the rest of creation is expected. The ancient Near Eastern creation model posits a microcosm/macrocosm relationship between humans and the earth. Yet humans in the real world are also distinct from the earth and the rest of creation. They must be differentiated from the earth from which they came. In many of the Mesopotamian creation myths this is accomplished with divine blood: Humans are created from clay that is mixed with the blood of a slain god. For the Yahwist, the knowledge of good and evil serves this purpose. By acquiring knowledge, the man and woman gain the potential for culture; they are now able to distinguish themselves from the rest of creation.


  The connection between the cultural knowledge acquired by the human couple and their new sexual awareness is this: Culture is founded upon the human ability to create. The man and woman have become like the gods which is symbolized by their knowledge of their ability to create new life for themselves. Sexuality serves as the catalyst for the rite of passage from childhood to adulthood (van Gennep: 67). Whereas God had previously caused the earth to produce vegetable and animal life – hitherto divine prerogatives – the human couple gain knowledge of their ability to create like God by eating the forbidden fruit (Oden, 1981: 213; Coote and Ord, 1989: 55). The man now knows to sow seed in the woman and by extension in the earth to create new life (Eilberg-Schwartz: 161). Cultural knowledge also introduces a division of labor into the relationship between the man and the women. The woman will bear children; the man will till the ground and plant crops (Coote and Ord, 1989: 60). Through eating the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the humans are transformed from creatures of nature into creatures of culture.5


  Because the man and the woman ate from the forbidden tree at the serpent’s prompting, and thereby became creators themselves, Yahweh describes the consequences of the human couple’s actions that will affect each of them. These consequences have traditionally been labeled “curses,” but only the serpent (and by extension the rest of the animal kingdom) and the ground are explicitly cursed. The man and the woman are not cursed yet must suffer the consequences of their actions. These negative consequences have also been interpreted as divine punishment, but this understanding does not fully account for their ambiguous nature. On the one hand, these consequences inevitably result from the human couple’s actions (Naidoff: 10). The consequences reflect the occasionally painful reality of adulthood. On the other hand, the text suggests that God plays an active role in the enactment of these consequences. Specifically, it appears that God intensifies the consequences that the man and the woman must suffer. Only in this qualified sense can these consequences be interpreted as God’s punishment.


  In contrast to the human couple who disregarded God’s command, the serpent is explicitly cursed by God. The serpent committed no sin against God; it only revealed the truth to the human couple. Yet because of its actions, it must slither on its belly and eat dust (3:14). This curse undoubtedly served as an etiology, an explanation, of the peculiar locomotion and character of snakes. Such creatures could not have “naturally” been so unusual; they must have done something to end up that way (Meyers: 88).6


  Although the curse is directed toward the serpent primarily, the serpent is symbolic of all animals – domestic and wild. Because the serpent persuaded the humans to eat the fruit of knowledge, the harmony between humans and animals is disrupted. Cultural knowledge brings differentiation between humans and animals, and this differentiation results in enmity (3:15). For the serpent, this enmity takes the form of a constant battle with the woman, but this is symbolic of the enmity between humans and animals that is presumed by culture. Humans will no longer recognize animals as fellow creatures, but sources of food, clothing, and labor. Similarly, animals will not recognize humans as one of their own kind, and thus will bolt from them or attack them.


  The consequences that affect the woman entail pain in bearing children and subordination to the man (3:16). With knowledge the woman can create human life like God. The man names her Eve because she will be the mother of all living, a role previously belonging to God (3:20). The task of creating life, however, is inherently painful. Moreover, the myth suggests that God will make childbearing even more painful than it naturally would have been. Many female creatures bear their offspring, but only the woman will suffer such great pains in childbirth. In the first part of the Yahwist creation myth, the woman was differentiated from the man in order to be a suitable helper for him. The human couple was presented as a socially complementary unit, but the social role of each was not specified. Having acquired cultural knowledge, however, the woman recognizes her social role to be concerned primarily with childbearing. Her cultural activity will be in the domestic sphere: bearing and raising children, preparation of food, and the management of the household economy – though during labor-intensive times such as the harvest, the woman will also need to work in the fields (Meyers: 139–64).


  With regard to bearing children, the woman will be subject to the “rule” of the man. In other words, the statement, “he shall rule over you” (3:16), must be understood in the context of the woman’s task of bearing children (Meyers: 113–17; Coote and Ord, 1989: 63). This statement does not constitute a general assertion of male dominance over women! It is culturally specific. In ancient Israel the husband could demand that his wife bear him children. The bearing of many children was essential in order to overcome the high mortality rate and still provide enough laborers to maintain subsistence. In order to ensure an adequately large family over against the woman’s possible reluctance to bear children – many women in the ancient world died in childbirth, resulting in a significantly reduced life expectancy from that of a man (Meyers: 112–13) – the man could demand sexual relations with his wife. However, because the woman’s “desire” will be for her husband, such “rule” by the husband will not be considered oppressive.


  Through the acquisition of cultural knowledge, the man recognizes his primary role in subsistence. By tilling the ground and cultivating crops, the man will provide food for his family. No longer will the man be able to gather food leisurely from God’s garden; he must sweat and toil in agricultural labor. This is the task for which man was created. But the man’s labor will be especially severe because the ground is cursed because of him: The ground will only produce thorns and thistles (3:17–18). In contrast to the consequences that the woman experiences, God does not intensify the pain and suffering that the man will experience. Rather, the man will suffer the hostility of the ground because God has not yet caused rain to fall on the earth (2:5). The ground will remain cursed without rain as a result of the man’s actions, but this curse will come to an end with the flood. Because the man has acquired cultural knowledge and now knows how to provide for his own subsistence, he will be forced out of the garden to eke out an existence in the barren desert that is the earth.


  Although the man and the woman differentiated themselves from the rest of God’s creatures by gaining the knowledge of good and evil, they remain nevertheless creatures. They are the substance of creation. The human creature was formed from the dust of the ground, and likewise humans will return to dust when they die (3:19). So that the human couple does not further encroach upon divine prerogatives, especially immortality, God drives the humans out of the garden and bars its entrance and access to the tree of life (3:22–24). However, before God expels the humans from the garden, God first clothes them with garments (3:21). Because the garments are made from animal skins, they are symbolic of the differentiation between humans and animal. By clothing the humans, God endorses this differentiation. But more important, the garments are also a symbol of the differentiation between humans and God. God’s message to the human couple is clear: This far, but no further! The man and the woman have become creators like God, but they are not nor will they ever be divine. Their garments serve as a symbol of their human status (Oden, 1987: 92–105).


  The Yahwist creation myth wrestles with the status of humans. According to the fundamental Classification domains of creator and creation, where do humans fit? Clearly, humans belong to the creation domain. Human existence is dependent upon another, and humans are mortal like the rest of creation. Yet humans are also like the creator. Humans replicate God’s creative activity within the creation. Humans are thus also distinct from the rest of creation. The Yahwist’s presentation of the status of humans is illustrated in figure 15. The two trees in the Yahwist’s narrative serve to differentiate the three domains of the world. Nature and culture are the subdomains of creation. By eating the fruit of the tree of knowledge, humans move from nature to culture. The tree of life serves to demarcate the domain of divinity. Although humans of culture can create like God, they are unable to become divine. The tree of life is barred from human access.[image: ]


  If the human acquisition of the knowledge of good and evil in Genesis 3 cannot properly be labeled the “Fall,” the same cannot be said for the human use of this knowledge that the Yahwist presents in the subsequent chapters of Genesis. The knowledge of good and evil enables humans to develop culture, and so humans build cities (4:17), create music (4:21), and invent technology (4:22). But humans also murder other humans (4:8, 23) and have sexual relations with divine beings (6:1–4). Cultural knowledge unleashes the evil inclination of humans so that their wickedness becomes abundant on the earth (6:5). Therefore, God regrets that the creation of humans, and decides to destroy all the living creatures that God made (6:6–7). According to the Yahwist, God wipes out all living creatures with a flood produced by a torrential rainstorm lasting forty days. Only one family is spared, the family of Noah, because Noah finds favor in God’s sight (6:8).


  The Yahwist’s flood myth provides the completion to his creation myth.7 The creation myth begins by noting that the earth is barren because of two factors: God has not caused rain to fall on the earth, and there is no human to till the ground. By eating the fruit of knowledge, the man is transformed from a caretaker of a pleasure garden into a cultivator of the earth. Yet the ground remains cursed without rain. After the flood, however, the cursing of the ground comes to an end. God institutes a regular seasonal cycle, characteristic of the eastern Mediterranean region, which includes the regular occurrence of rain (8:22). The ground is now receptive to human cultivation. At last the ground will readily yield its produce so that even humans can plant a garden (9:20). The advent of rain brings to completion the process of creation.


  The Yahwist’s Values Toward Nature


  The Yahwist’s story, of course, does not end with the flood, but this is a suitable stopping point for our investigation of the Israelites’ values toward nature. Through the multivalent metaphors of his creation myth the Yahwist was wrestling with the ambiguity of human existence. In origin, in substance, and in death, humans are like the rest of creation. They are born from the earth, sharing the same substance as the ground, and will return to the earth when they die. The humans are fellow creatures with the animals and the birds. They are and always will be beings of nature.


  But humans are also like God; they have the knowledge of good and evil. Humans are distinct from the rest of creation in that they have gained cultural knowledge. They have acquired the ability to create like Yahweh: They can bring forth new human life and cause the earth to produce plant life. Outside of the garden, they create other aspects of culture. Being like God, however, has its drawbacks! Although culture frees humans from some of the constraints of nature, culture lacks the tranquility and harmony of the garden. The harmony between humans and animals is disrupted. Their relationship now is characterized by hostility; one will prey upon the other. Moreover, the tasks of creating itself are inherently painful. The woman, whose cultural task subordinates her to the man, experiences the travail of childbirth, and the man must struggle with toil and sweat to provide a subsistence for his family. Although human life is difficult as a result of cultural knowledge, this is the inevitable lot of humans in the real world. Humans are thus also beings of culture.


  In describing this ambiguous human condition, the Yahwist appears to vacillate between the harmony-with-nature and the mastery-over-nature solutions to the human-relationship-to-nature problem, though the latter solution remains subordinate to the former. Ontologically, humans are part of the created world, unable to eradicate their natural being. Humans are bound to the natural world and share the fate of the natural world. The human acquisition of cultural knowledge, however, qualifies the determinism of nature. Although humans are not able to free themselves from nature, they can act upon and transform the natural world to create culture. Nature becomes an outgroup, distinct from human culture. Culture is the sphere of human mastery-over-nature that disrupts the harmony between humans and the rest of the natural world. But this disturbance in the harmony of nature does not have ultimate significance. In the end, humans too will die like all other natural creatures.


  The Priestly Creation Myth


  Creation in Seven Days: Genesis 1:1–2:3


  The Priestly creation myth is unlike the Yahwist creation myth in both form and content. Whereas the Yahwist’s myth is set in the form of an elaborate tale and employs a wide variety of rich metaphors in order to accentuate the ambiguity of human existence in the world, the Priestly writer’s myth is a highly structured, straightforward discourse on the order of creation. One scholar has even characterized this myth as Priestly doctrine – “ancient, sacred knowledge, preserved and handed on by many generations of priests, repeatedly pondered, taught, reformed and expanded most carefully and compactly by new reflections and experiences of faith” (von Rad, 1972a: 63) – though perhaps this is overstated. In any case, few readers would fail to recognize the striking differences between the Yahwist and the Priestly creation myths.


  In contrast to the dry barren earth with which the Yahwist myth begins, the Priestly myth begins by describing a formless world dominated by water: “In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters” (1:1–2).8 These verses give the setting of God’s creative activity. They describe a situation closely akin to the opening scene of the Enuma Elish. According to this myth the primordial state of the cosmos consists only of the undifferentiated, mingling waters of Tiamat (salt water) and Apsu (sweet water) from which the gods are born. Creation in the Enuma Elish entails the establishment of order, classification, and differentiation: Apsu is bound; Tiamat is slain, split, and confined within set boundaries; and the gods are stationed at their appointed positions in the cosmos. Similarly, the Priestly writer begins his creation myth by describing the primordial state of the cosmos as a chaotic, undifferentiated world, symbolized by the waters which cover an empty and unproductive earth (Tsumura: 30–43). The “plot” of the remainder of the myth focuses on God’s ordering and categorizing of this primordial material into a world suitable for human habitation.


  Like the Yahwist creation myth, the Priestly creation myth does not support the doctrine of creation ex nihilo. In typical ancient Near Eastern fashion, the Priestly writer has God utilize existing elements in order to create the world. Creation in the ancient Near Eastern cultures entailed not the producing of something from nothing, but rather the ordering of a world or the birth of new elements from existing ones. Some critics might argue, however, that in the Priestly myth God does create by divine fiat, suggesting some notion of creation from nothing. But even this widely accepted characterization of the P creation myth must be qualified. The divine fiat is indeed a feature of this myth, but only in the case of light does God create by command alone. In all other cases the myth states that God “made”, “separated”, or “created” (with no specified method) something, or that the earth itself brings forth life. The divine fiat, then, does not indicate creation from nothing.


  After describing the setting of creation, the Priestly writer immediately turns to God’s creation of the world. In a highly formulaic discourse, the Priestly writer structures God’s creative acts into a seven day scheme – six days of creation and a day of rest. Moreover, the description of each of the six days of creation follows a recurring pattern. The text for each day begins with the declarative formula, “And God said,” followed by a command specifying what will be created. The execution of the command is signaled by the formula, “And it was so.” Then the actual creation in fulfillment of the command is described. In most cases, God is the actor in creation, but on the third day the earth itself brings forth plants and trees. Upon completion of the divine command, God’s approval of the creation is sealed with the statement, “And God saw that it was good.” Finally, the text for each day ends with the temporal formula, “And there was evening and there was morning, the [first-sixth] day” (Anderson, 1977: 151–52; Westermann, 1984: 84–85).


  Although much of the content of the Priestly creation myth is undoubtedly dependent upon earlier creation traditions (scholars have noted similarities with Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and earlier Israelite myths), the formal structure of the myth reflects the Priestly writer’s own contribution. In particular, the Priestly writer conformed the creation traditions he inherited into a seven day scheme for the purpose of ordering both space and time (Coote and Ord, 1991: 51). With regard to space, the Priestly writer divided the six days of creation into two parts, each consisting of four acts of creation with two acts on the third and the sixth days respectively (Anderson, 1977: 154–55). There is a slight anomaly in the Priestly writer’s symmetrical scheme because the waters are never created. They are primordial. On the second day, God creates the sky by separating the waters above (which produce rain, snow, and hail) from the waters below (1:6–8). Then on the third day God separates the land from the waters (1:9–10). As a result, the creation of the seas is the by-product of God’s second and third act of creation. The structure of creation is illustrated in figure 16.[image: ]


  Although the order of creation initially appears to be arbitrary, the Priestly writer has actually classified the world according to a meaningful spatial pattern. The key to understanding this classification is the fourth day. On that day God creates the sun, the moon, and the stars (1:14–19).9 But light was created on the first day! How can light exist without the sources of light? Was the Priestly writer simply ignorant of the causal connection between heavenly luminaries and light, or did he have a specific purpose for this arrangement? Light appears to have been created first, according to the Priestly writer, in order to offset the primordial darkness. Light was created to alternate with darkness, forming day and night (1:3–5). Light and darkness are not a substance but rather an environment or a habitat in which living beings exist. The sun, moon, and stars, are thus presented as the “beings” of this environment. The sun is the “being” that inhabits and moves about in the realm of light, and the moon and the stars occupy the realm of darkness. Similarly, in each of the first three days God creates an environment, whereas in the second three days God creates the corresponding inhabitants of each environment: Birds are created for the sky, sea monsters and fish for the waters, and animals and humans for the land and vegetation. The Priestly creation myth, therefore, categorizes space into four distinct environments and assigns the appropriate occupants to each domain.


  The Priestly creation myth also orders time. By structuring the creation according to a seven day scheme, the Priestly writer ascribes sacred significance to the seven day weekly cycle. The week is sacred time (Eliade: 1959: 68–113) and a symbolic repetition of God’s creation of the world.10 At the climax of this sacred time is the Sabbath itself. Although the observance of the Sabbath in ancient Israel pre-dates the Priestly writer (the origin of the Sabbath is unknown), the Sabbath in the biblical tradition has been shaped overwhelmingly by the work of the Priestly writer (Coote and Ord, 1992: 86).


  Two aspects of the Sabbath are relevant to our discussion here. First, according to the Priestly writer, the Sabbath is foremost a repetition of the rest of God. Upon completion of the tasks of creation, God rested on the seventh day (2:1–3). In the ancient Near Eastern creation myths the rest of the creator-god is a divine prerogative. The creator-god demonstrates his divine rule by resting in his temple-palace (Batto, 1987b; Wallace, 1988: 237–41). The Priestly writer thus also associates creation and Sabbath with the building of the Tabernacle, God’s wilderness “temple” (Blenkinsopp: 280–81; Wallace, 1988: 244–50). By connecting creation with the Sabbath, the Priestly writer has provided a means by which the people of Judah, exiled in a foreign land without king or temple, can proclaim the sovereignty of God.


  The Priestly writer also connects the Sabbath with the Sinai covenant. In fact, the Sabbath is described as the symbol of the covenant (Exod 31:12–17). Human observance of the Sabbath is related to one’s faithfulness to the stipulations of the covenant as God’s divine rest on the seventh day is related to his acts of creation on the previous six days. This correlation between Sabbath and covenant suggests that humans symbolically participate in the creation of the world by following the stipulations of the covenant. Human actions make a difference in this world! When humans follow the covenant, the order of creation is maintained. The established boundaries remain fixed. If humans neglect or reject the covenant, however, the creation itself suffers. The order of creation disintegrates, and the world reverts to its original chaotic state. By connecting creation, Sabbath, and covenant, the Priestly writer thus ascribes cosmogonic significance to human activities (Levenson, 1988: 127).


  Humans play the focal role in the Priestly creation myth. The six days of creation are oriented toward the creation of humans, the crowning species of creation, and about their creation the Priestly writer makes the most extensive and detailed statements.11 With regard to the creation of humans, the Priestly writer draws upon two distinct and unrelated observations about the nature of humankind. The first observation accentuates how humans are distinct from the rest of the creation. They are “like God” in their status and function within the created order. The second observation underscores how humans are similar to the rest of the creation. The human species is differentiated according to sex, and thus has a role in reproduction and sustaining created life (Bird, 1987: 32–33). Although originally independent, these two observations have been combined by the Priestly writer into a single discourse on the creation of humans:


  26Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” 27So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them. 28God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.”


  (Genesis 1:26–28)


  It is important for the reader of this passage to recognize that two distinct observations on the nature of humankind have been juxtaposed in this discourse. Otherwise, the reader might be tempted to interpret the “image of God” in light of the sexual differentiation of humans (Trible, 1978: 15–21), or the procreation of humans as an expression of their subduing the earth. But these interpretations are not adequate. First, this type of interpretation fails to account for the fact that the animals undoubtedly are also differentiated sexually (even though the text itself is silent) and the birds and the fish are also commanded to be fruitful and multiply, but they are not created in the image of God (compare Wolff, 1974a: 95). As the image of God, humans are distinct from all other creatures. The “image of God” must refer to some aspect of humans in which they are distinct. Second, this type of interpretation fails to explain why the Priestly writer describes only humans as male and female. The Priestly creation myth is concerned not only with the order of creation but also “with the means by which the orders of life will fill the newly created world and perpetuate themselves in it” (Bird, 1987: 34). Therefore, the Priestly writer refers to “plants yielding seed” and fruit trees that “bear fruit with the seed in it” (1:11), and the birds and the fish are given the command, “Be fruitful and multiply” (1:22). Humans are also given the command to be fruitful and multiply, but in their case this command is problematic. The sexuality of the birds, the fish, and the animals is assumed by the Priestly writer, but such an assumption cannot be made for humans because they are in the image of God. For the Priestly writer God had no form of sexuality, no sexual differentiation. The Priestly writer thus states explicitly that humans were created male and female. The differentiation of humans into male and female distinguishes humans from God; “male and female” describes how humans are not in the image of God (Bird, 1987: 34–35).


  The specific ways in which humans are in the “image of God” are difficult to assess because the Priestly writer does not explicitly give content to this expression. The basic thrust of the expression is that humans are like God. It is possible that the Priestly writer intends to suggest that humans are like God in appearance or form (J. M. Miller). In Genesis 5:3, for example, the Priestly writer states that Adam beget Seth according to his image. It is also possible that the Priestly writer is deliberately ambiguous in his designation of humans as the image of God. In other words, the Priestly writer simply wanted to state that humans are like God without specifying in what ways (Barr, 1968/9; 1972: 19–20). The context of Genesis 1:26–28, however, suggests that the “image of God” is closely connected to human dominion and rule over the earth (von Rad, 1972a: 60; Bird, 1981: 137–44). But even so, the exact connection between humans being in the image of God and having dominion over the earth is not specified. Humans might be functionally like God, ruling on the earth as God would rule (Tigay), or humans might have dominion because they are like God in some unstated way (Barr, 1972: 20). Perhaps we can be no more specific. The result appears to be the same in either case: Humans are distinct from all other creatures in that they are like God and have dominion over the earth.


  Ultimately, the “image of God” is comparable to the knowledge of good and evil. It is the attribute of humans by which they are distinguished from the rest of creation. The Yahwist emphasized the significance of human culture: Humans have the “knowledge” to create their own environment and to produce life – human and agricultural – like God. Similarly, by connecting the “image of God” with dominion, the Priestly writer emphasized the human ability to exercise its will over creation. Humans are not simply objects of creation, subjected to the fixed orders of creation. Humans have some measure of control over creation like God. The terms that the Priestly writer uses to describe this control are rada, “to rule,” and kabash, “to subdue.” These terms derive from the royal and military sphere. They are often used in reference to a king who is able to conquer and control enemy territory. Indeed, Psalm 8 praises God for having created humans like kings:


  5Yet you have made them a little lower than God,


  and crowned them with glory and honor.


  6You have given them dominion over the works of your hands;


  you have put all things under their feet,


  7all sheep and oxen,


  and also the beasts of the field,


  8the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea,


  whatever passes along the paths of the seas.


  (Psalm 8:5–8)


  Although rada and kabash may carry violent connotations (as one would expect in reference to a conquering king), such connotations are lacking in the Priestly writer’s use of these terms. Humans may rule the animals, but they do not eat them (though compare Dequeker, 1977), nor are animals terrified of humans. Humans are commanded to subdue the earth, but this is probably analogous to the Yahwist’s emphasis on tilling the ground (Barr, 1972: 21–22).


  Although humans are given dominion over the earth, their rule is not absolute. The Priestly writer’s discourse on the creation of humans cannot be divorced from the rest of his creation myth, the focal theme of which is the establishment of order. Human dominion must conform to the order of creation. This is implied from the context of Genesis 1, but it is explicitly stated in later Priestly texts. For example, the Priestly writer condones sexual relations only between a man and a woman. According to the order of creation, humans were created male and female. Thus, homosexual relations or sexual relations between humans and animals are strictly forbidden (Lev 18:22–23; 20:13, 15). Similarly, once animals are declared suitable for food, only certain animals may be eaten (Lev 11). Animals that appear to violate the order of creation (e.g., the catfish which swims in the water but is covered with a skin rather than scales that are appropriate to fish) are considered unclean and are thus unacceptable for food (Douglas: 41–57; Carroll; Eilberg-Schwartz: 218–21). For the Priestly writer, human rule of the earth is subject to the stipulations of the covenant, for these stipulations outline the order of creation.


  Flood and New Creation: Genesis 6–9, parts


  The relationship between human dominion and the order of creation can be stated more emphatically: Human rule of the earth serves either to actively maintain the order of creation, or to cause the disintegration of creation. Human dominion is not neutral! It affects the order of creation. Moreover, the order of creation is given a ritual dimension. When humans violate the order of creation, they not only bring disorder into the world, they ritually defile themselves and often that with which they come into contact. Ritual pollution is not ultimately dangerous to the order of creation. Coming into contact with a corpse, for example, defiles a person, but otherwise the person experiences no onerous consequences. Ritual impurity normally lasts a set period of time or can be cleansed through the appropriate rituals. This ritual impurity, however, is a symbol for those violations of the created order that have dire consequences. Some violations of the created order – murder, sexual abominations, idolatry – defile a person permanently. Progressive violations even pollute the earth itself. Such pollution cannot be ritually cleansed; the creation itself must be purged. Such pollution undermines the order of creation (Frymer-Kensky, 1983). Only when humans rule according to the created order is the world suitable for human habitation.


  Humans in the biblical tradition rarely exercise their dominion properly, within the constraints of the created order. Too often they ignore the orders of creation, or disregard the stipulations of the covenant, and thus bring the collapse of creation upon themselves. This characteristic of human dominion serves as the premise for the Priestly writer’s flood myth. Like the Yahwist flood myth, this flood myth brings to completion the Priestly creation myth. The myth begins by emphasizing the wretched state to which human dominion has fallen: “Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight, and the earth was filled with violence” because “all flesh had corrupted its ways on the earth” (6:11–12). According to the Priestly writer, human violence12 results in the corruption, or rather, the pollution of the earth (Frymer-Kensky, 1977: 153; 1983: 409). The text of P itself presents no specific acts of violence. In its canonical context the text of P presupposes the Yahwist’s references to the murders by Cain and Lamech, but the evidence from the chronological references in the flood myth suggests that the Priestly flood myth was written independently of J so that it is uncertain to what “violence” might have originally referred (Barré: 17; contrary Anderson 1978). Whatever the nature of this violence, the Priestly writer understands it to be an abuse of human dominion. Rather than maintain the order of creation, humans brought disorder into the world, thereby polluting and destabilizing the creation.


  The creation can only tolerate so much disorder. Eventually, the creation will disintegrate to the chaos that originally characterized the world. The Priestly writer, like the Yahwist, thus presents the flood as the consequence of human actions. But in contrast to the Yahwist who imagined the flood as simply the result of much rain, the Priestly writer attributes the flood to the collapse of the principal boundaries of creation: “all the fountains of the great deep burst forth, and the windows of the heavens were opened” (7:11). The boundaries that separate the waters from the sky and the land break open so that the world returns to its primordial, undifferentiated, watery state.


  The flood myth, however, does not end with the world in chaos. On New Year’s day – almost one year after the waters broke loose (Barré) – the earth is dry (8:13). The flood is not simply the disintegration of creation but also the means by which the creation is purged. The flood serves to cleanse the creation from the pollution caused by human violence. Noah and his family alone are spared because he is righteous and blameless (6:9). The result of the flood is a new creation. This is the significance of the flood ending on New Year’s day, for on this day God’s creation of the world and victory over chaos is celebrated (Eliade, 1959: 77–80).13 The recreation of the world, necessitated by its pollution, entails first the destruction of the creation. Only through the catastrophic collapse of creation is a new creation possible.


  After the flood, Noah and his family are given the mandate: “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth” (9:1). Like the first humans, Noah and his family must act to sustain the creation. Unlike the first humans, however, no mandate is given for Noah to exercise dominion on the earth. Human dominion is assumed, and the Priestly writer instead gives two laws for regulating human dominion. First, humans may exercise their dominion by eating other living creatures, but the blood of the creatures must be drained (9:2–3). Blood is the symbol of life. By draining the blood of creatures, humans demonstrate that life belongs to God’s dominion rather than their own. They are able to eat other creatures only by virtue of God’s grant. Second, human blood may not be shed. Whoever, or whatever, kills a human, that creature in turn will be killed by humans, “for in his own image God made humankind” (9:6). Human life belongs to God and is not subject to human dominion. The interpretation of the explanatory clause in this injunction is ambiguous. The clause could ascribe special sanctity to human life: Human life is more precious than all other life because humans are in the image of God (Wenham: 193–94). Such an interpretation, however, does not adequately account for the context of the flood and the central focus of human dominion. Because humans are made in the image of God, they are given dominion over the earth. But humans abused their dominion and polluted the earth, bringing about the catastrophic flood. So that the creation will not again be destroyed by human pollution, God regulates human dominion: Humans may kill animals for food if they drain the blood, but they may not kill other humans. Moreover, God imposes the threat of death to ensure human compliance with these regulations. But because humans are made in God’s image, humans rather than God will impose the death penalty (Tigay: 174). Human dominion will be self-regulating so that God need not destroy the creation again with flood.


  The Priestly Writer’s Values Toward Nature


  The Priestly creation myth has traditionally been interpreted from the perspective of the mastery-over-nature solution to the human-relationship-to-nature problem, and not without some merit. Humans are distinguished from the rest of creation; humans alone are made in the image of God. Humans are given dominion to rule the earth, and so can exercise their wills over creation. Clearly, the Priestly creation account is at odds with the subjugation-to-nature solution. Yet the mastery-over-nature solution does not accurately correspond to the Priestly account either, for it does not account for the human situation within the context of creation. Human dominion is limited by the order of creation. Humans are part of the creation and so must conform to the created order. Specifically, dominion is the means by which humans maintain this order. When human dominion is exercised according to the order of creation, it further maintains that order. Otherwise, human dominion corrupts the creation, leading to its eventual collapse. The mastery-over-nature solution to the human-relationship-to-nature problem, then, is subordinate to the harmony-with-nature solution for the Priestly writer. Only when humans act in accord with the order of creation is their activity productive rather than destructive.


  The Priestly writer and the Yahwist presume similar basic value orientations toward nature. Ultimately, humans are part of creation, and therefore subject to the constraints or boundaries of creation. Humans cannot emancipate themselves from creation, but neither are humans slaves to creation. In relation to their value orientations, human dominion and the knowledge of good and evil (cultural knowledge) serve the same purpose: They describe metaphorically the autonomy that humans have within the order of creation. Humans can transform creation! For the Yahwist, such activity is possible because humans have become creators like God by acquiring cultural knowledge. For the Priestly writer, humans are created in the image of God and given the task of ruling the earth. And as long as humans rule according to the order of creation, they contribute to the process of creation. Both the Priestly writer and the Yahwist root their values toward nature in the ambiguity of the human situation: Humans are part of the creation yet also exceptional in the creation.


  Notes


  1. On the debated interpretation of this spring, see the linguistic analysis of Albright (1939: 102-3), Speiser (1955), Westermann (1984: 200-201), and Andersen (137-40). Compare the interpretation of Tsumura (93-116).


  2. The Hebrew term can refer to the human species or the gendered human man. In the first half of the myth (2:4b-24), refers to the undifferentiated human species, and so has been translated as “human creature.” In the second half of the myth (2:25-3:24), refers to the individual who results from the human creature after differentiation is introduced, and so in this case has been translated as “man.” Of course, also becomes the personal name of the first man, Adam.


  3. The man and woman are archetypes in that they represent the essential features of human life that all ancient Israelites experienced (Meyers, 1988: 80-81).


  4. Webster's Third New International Dictionary defines “merism” as a figure of speech in which “a totality is expressed by two constitutive parts.” See the discussion and examples given by Honeyman.


  5. A striking parallel to the transformation of the human couple is present in the Epic of Gilgamesh. Enkidu is created out of clay and lives like a wild animal. However, through a sexual encounter with a harlot, he is transformed into a civilized man. The harlot’s response to Enkidu’s transformation highlights the parallel: “You have become [wise] Enkidu, you have become like a god” (Dalley: 56).


  6. Propp suggests that this curse implies that the serpent was originally thought to be a lizard (1990: 195).


  7. Unlike the J and P creation myths that remain distinct, being placed side by side in the biblical text, their respective flood myths are difficult to discern because they have been mixed together like the shuffling of a deck of cards. A conventional scholarly division of the text by sources is as follows. The Yahwist flood myth: 6:5-8; 7:1-7, 10, 12, 16b-20, 22-23; 8:2b-3a, 6, 8-12, 13b, 20-22. The Priestly flood myth: 6:9-22; 7:8-9, 11, 13-16a, 21, 24; 8:1-2a, 3b-5, 7, 13a, 14-19; 9:1-17.


  8. Genesis 1:1 has traditionally been translated as, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth,” or in some similar fashion. The term “beginning” is thus understood to be an absolute beginning (Eichrodt, 1962). Many other creation myths in the ancient Near East, and the Yahwist creation myth in particular, suggest that “beginning” should be understood as a relative beginning. Moreover, the comparative evidence argues in favor of interpreting vv. 1-2 as temporally subordinate to God’s specific acts of creation that follow. In other words, these verses describe the state of the pre-created world at the time God began to create (Speiser, 1982: 11-13).


  9. The text actually states that God created the “to rule the day and the to rule the night” (Gen 1:16). Most commentators agree that the Priestly writer is precluding the implication that God created other gods since the Hebrew words for sun and moon are the names of known deities.


  10. Levenson argues persuasively that the Priestly emphasis on seven days stems from the seven day New Year festivals during which the creation of the world was celebrated (1988: 66-77). Compare the different conclusion by Coote and Ord (1992: 79-84).


  11. Bergant has argued that the structure of the Priestly creation account suggests that the verses reporting the creation of humans are a literary insertion. With regard to the fish and the birds, God “said . . . made . . . and blessed . . . ,” but concerning the animals, God only “said . . . and made . . .” The creation of humans was then inserted with the original blessing of animals going to the humans along with the commission of dominion (9). This fragmentation of the text, however, is unnecessary. The blessing of the animals is indeed transferred to humans, but this is because humans are classified with the other earth creatures. The creation of humans is presented as “an amplification and specification of the creation of the land animals,” and thus the blessing of the animals has given way to the blessing of humankind (Bird, 1981: 145).


  12. The reference to “all flesh” could refer to all creatures--birds, fish, animals, and humans alike. Certainly, all creatures are corrupted by the violence and inevitably experience its effects. But in the context of the creation and the flood, “all flesh” refers specifically to the human species. Only humans are the source of violence (Anderson, 1984a: 161-65).


  13. On the fourth day of the Babylonian New Year’s festival (the Akitu festival), the priests recited the and celebrated Marduk’s creation of the world.


  



  Chapter Six


  In the End: The Eschatological Myths


  The Beginning in the End


  Both the J and the P creation myths present the human situation in positive terms. Humans have cultural knowledge, or humans are made in the image of God and are thus given dominion over the earth. Humans are like God. But the reality of the human situation is not so positive. Rarely are humans content simply to be like God; rarely have humans lived in dependence upon God their creator. Rather, humans have used cultural knowledge and exercised dominion to achieve their own desires. They have attempted to become God. According to the Priestly writer, humans have disregarded the order of creation, and so have corrupted it. According to the Yahwist, humans have an evil inclination with the result that they murdered other humans and had sexual relations with divine beings. In both cases, however, the Yahwist and the Priestly writer are not describing human deeds of the distant past. The creation myths are about the present, and so also are the tales of human rebellion against God and the created order. Human abuse of cultural knowledge and dominion is the present reality for the Yahwist and the Priestly writer.


  The flood myths similarly are about the present rather than some primordial catastrophe. Both myths attest to the inevitable consequences of the present hubris of humans, but the J and the P myths differ on their emphasis. For the Yahwist, the flood myth underscores God’s preservation of creation despite the evil inclination of humans. This is in accord with the Yahwist’s own positive orientation toward human history: Despite human failure and rejection of God, Yahweh repeatedly redeems his people. If the Yahwist wrote during the early years of the Davidic empire, as traditionally argued, then his epic probably reflect the optimism of the Davidic court. David had united the diverse peasant groups of Palestine, and organized them into a powerful kingdom. He had conquered the peoples of Edom, Moab, Ammon, Aram, and established diplomatic ties with Phoenicia and Philistia. Trade and tribute brought prosperity to the region. Israel prospered under David despite humankind’s evil propensity. If the Yahwist wrote during the exile as some recent studies suggest, then his epic bears witness to a confidence in Yahweh’s inevitable redemption of his people: Just as Yahweh repeatedly redeemed his people in the past, so Yahweh will redeem his people from exile and return them to their land. In either case, the Yahwist stresses the stability of creation. God recognizes that humans are inherently inclined toward evil, and so God promises to preserve the creation lest he regret again that he created them.


  In contrast to the J flood myth, the Priestly flood myth accentuates the connection between violence – the consequence of the perversion of human dominion – and the corruption of creation. Because humans are part of the order of creation, human actions affect the created order. Humans pollute the creation when they do not exercise dominion within the constraints of creation. Eventually, the order of creation is unable to withstand the continual human assault against it. The creation itself succumbs to the pollution caused by humans and must be recreated or cleansed in order for it to sustain life. The Priestly writer emphasizes this connection between human actions and collapse of creation because, unlike the Yahwist, this was the Priestly writer’s present experience. The author of P wrote during the Babylonian exile, or shortly thereafter. The people of Judah had just experienced the collapse of creation as they knew it: Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed, king Jehoiachin was stripped of his crown and sent into exile (king Zedekiah was butchered along with his family), and many of the people were forcibly taken from their homes and exiled to Babylon. The Priestly flood myth, then, served as a paradigm of the people’s experience of exile. The created order collapsed because the people of Judah rebelled against God and so polluted the land (Frymer-Kensky, 1983: 409–10). But like the flood, the exile did not mark the end of creation. Rather, the exile was the means by which God cleansed the people and the land, and thereby restored the order of creation. Life was possible beyond exile because God was establishing a new creation that would be guaranteed by covenant.


  Despite different emphases, the Yahwist and the Priestly writer present the same essential myth following the pattern: catastrophe and new creation.1 This mythic pattern is not unique to the biblical tradition. It can be found throughout the ancient Near East and Mediterranean and around the world. This ubiquitous myth attests to a fundamental insight of pre-modern humans that the creation of a new world entails the destruction of the present world. The present world with its corruption and evil cannot simply be fixed. The world must be dismantled so that a new unblemished world can be built in its place (Eliade, 1963: 54–74). For the Yahwist and the Priestly writer, this myth is projected back to the beginning, and so is combined with a creation myth, in order to explain and give meaning to their present situation. For the prophets, on the other hand, this myth is projected into the future. They envision the destruction of the present order due to the sins of Israel and the nations. Human rebellion against God has polluted their world beyond restoration. But the creation will not end in destruction. The prophets also envision the creation of a new world, free from human sin and its consequences. The present order will be destroyed so that the creation can be remade into the world that God intended.


  The prophets never articulate this eschatological myth in narrative form like the biblical creation and flood myths. The urgency of their messages precludes such a possibility. Their writings consist primarily of oracles – speeches given in the name of Yahweh – that intend to communicate a divine word to both people and king. Nevertheless, by examining selected metaphors and the underlying structures of the prophetic oracles, the myth of catastrophe and new creation can be detected. This myth serves as the paradigm for many of the prophets’ oracles. It forms the fundamental perception of reality from which the prophets are able to discern God’s judgment on the present world and to herald the coming of a glorious new world.


  Many of the prophets reflect the catastrophe/new-creation myth in varying decrees. This myth itself does not determine the content or the focus of their message, but rather provides the metaphors and the structure of their message. The content of the prophetic oracles is determined by the specific social situation of each prophet. In particular, the preexilic prophets (Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Zephaniah, Jeremiah) tend to focus on God’s judgment of Israel and Judah. The people of Israel and Judah have rebelled against God. They have rejected the covenant and have trusted in their own ways. As a result, according to these prophets, the people through their corruption have polluted the land. Yet these prophets are not without hope for the people. The people will indeed experience the collapse of creation. But the prophets also offer a vision of a new creation, the corollary to catastrophe – the people and the land will be cleansed from pollution. The exilic prophets (Ezekiel, Second Isaiah), on the other hand, tend to address their oracles to a people who have already suffered the consequences of their sins. They have already experienced the collapse of the created order. The exilic prophets, then, prepare the people to experience God’s new creation. The message of the postexilic prophets (Obadiah, Joel, and a number of anonymous oracles) tends to be more complex, reflecting both aspects of the myth. God has redeemed his people by returning them to their homeland in Palestine, but the people are not experiencing the effects of God’s new creation. The people are still subject to foreign rulers; they suffer from economic depression; and there is bitter strife within the community of God’s people (Hanson). Therefore, the postexilic prophets predict the advent of a new cosmic catastrophe. Although the catastrophe will be directed toward the nations, Israel itself will not remain unscathed. Only after the eclipse of this final catastrophe will God’s new creation dawn.


  Before we turn to examine the prophets’ use of the catastrophe/new-creation myth, two notes about the language of the prophets must be made. First, the prophets consistently mix historic/realistic language with metaphorical language. For example, the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians is described in terms of the collapse of creation itself. Such metaphorical language is not simply hyperbole. Rather, the prophets employ numerous cosmic metaphors to underscore the significance of the historical events that occasion their oracles. Through metaphors they give meaning to these events. Second, the prophets use ingroup/outgroup distinctions to refer to the creation which correspond to the horizontal model of sacred space discussed in Chapter Four. Jerusalem and the land of Israel are symbolically placed at the center of the world, and the nations at the periphery. The center, the land of the ingroup, is the land of creation. The world was created at the center. The periphery, on the other hand, is the land of the outgroup and remains chaotic and life-threatening. The catastrophe that results from Israel’s sins, then, occurs at the center. Their sins corrupt the creation that is characteristic of the center. The center reverts to chaos as it is consumed by the periphery. Similarly, the new creation that is anticipated by the prophets stems from the center. It is only the center that will be transformed into the garden of Eden, and only the ingroup people at the center who will experience the new creation. The nations at the periphery will benefit from the new creation only as they are related to the center.


  The Preexilic Prophets


  Amos


  In the book of Amos, the first of the so-called classical prophets, the catastrophe/new-creation myth is reflected primarily in the cluster of metaphors associated with the expression, “the day of Yahweh” – “the day of the LORD” in most English translations of the Bible. According to Amos’s oracle, the people of Israel long for the day of Yahweh. They think that the day of Yahweh will bring them prosperity and victory over all their enemies. But because the people of Israel, specifically the rich in Israel, have oppressed the poor in the land (2:6–8; 8:4–6), the day of Yahweh will bring only destruction to Israel:


  18Alas for you who desire the day of the LORD!


  Why do you want the day of the LORD?


  It is darkness, not light;


  19as if someone fled from a lion,


  and was met by a bear;


  or went into the house and rested a hand against the wall,


  and was bitten by a snake.


  20Is not the day of the LORD darkness, not light,


  and gloom with no brightness in it?


  (Amos 5:18–20)


  Few topics have generated more discussion and debate among biblical scholars than the subject of the day of Yahweh. Yet despite the vast amount of literature on the subject (see the bibliography in Loretz: 77–79), the quest for the origin and meaning of this expression has failed to produce a consensus. The day of Yahweh has been interpreted variously as the day of Yahweh’s enthronement (Mowinckel, 1922; 1958; 1992: I.106–92), the day of Yahweh’s war (von Rad, 1959), the day of Yahweh’s theophany (Weiss; Hoffmann), and the day of Yahweh’s execution of the covenantal curses (Fensham, 1966). Although each of these interpretations has accurately focused on a particular aspect of the day of Yahweh tradition, none has proved to be sufficient – none can fully account for the prophetic use of this expression. Specifically, the day of Yahweh2 generally refers to a forthcoming event, though in several passages it refers to a past event (Everson). It is associated with metaphors of war, kingship, judgment, and cosmic upheaval, and the effects of the day are directed against Israel and on different occasions against the nations. Without addressing the origin of this concept (though see Cross, 1973: 91–111), the diverse metaphors associated with the day of Yahweh are best explained in reference to the conflict myth. Only the broad background of the conflict myth can adequately account for all the features of the day of Yahweh tradition (Simkins, 1991: 243–55).3 In other words, the day of Yahweh refers to the day of Yahweh’s cosmogonic battle against chaos. On that day Yahweh will appear to judge and to destroy his enemies who pose a threat to his kingship over creation. On that day Yahweh will defeat chaos and be enthroned anew in his temple-palace. On that day Yahweh will restore order to creation and cleanse the earth from the pollution that defiled it. The day of Yahweh encapsulates the catastrophe/new-creation myth.


  In the book of Amos, the day of Yahweh is directed against the people of Israel. Through their cultic acts and celebration of Yahweh’s victory over chaos, the people hope that God will come and judge the nations around them, that God will increase their prosperity and peace at the expense of the nations. They long for the day when Yahweh will extend the order of creation into the periphery, and so enlarge Israel’s domain. Indeed, the nations are guilty of violent crimes against their neighbors and deserve God’s judgment (1:3–2:3), but Israel, for its part, has transgressed God’s covenant. Through corruption and oppression of the poor, Israel has polluted the land. Therefore, Amos proclaims that the day of Yahweh will be against Israel. By their own deeds, the people of Israel have hastened the collapse of the created order; they have made the center like the periphery:


  8Shall not the land tremble on this account,


  and everyone mourn who lives in it,


  and all of it rise like the Nile,


  and be tossed about and sink again like the Nile of Egypt?


  9On that day, says the Lord God,


  I will make the sun go down at noon,


  and darken the earth in broad daylight,


  10I will turn your feasts into mourning,


  and all your songs into lamentation;


  I will bring sackcloth on all loins,


  and baldness on every head;


  I will make it like the mourning for an only son,


  and the end of it like a bitter day.


  (Amos 8:8–10)


  This text reflects the basic presupposition that “anyone in Israel who tampers with the just orders of life draws the earth and its inhabitants into perdition at the same time” (Wolff, 1977: 329). Israel’s rejection of God’s covenant affects both the terrestrial and celestial realms. All creation will be destroyed because Israel has violated the order of creation. No longer will creation be celebrated through festival and song;4 only mourning and lamentation is possible because of the coming catastrophe.


  According to Amos, the people of Israel stand on the brink of catastrophe. God who created the earth and established order out of chaos (5:8–9; 9:5–6) will also destroy the world that has been corrupted by his people. The catastrophe/new-creation myth serves as the paradigm by which Amos proclaims God’s judgment on Israel’s sins. For this reason, the book of Amos begins with a short oracle heralding the Divine Warrior’s march to battle:


  The LORD roars from Zion,


  and utters his voice from Jerusalem;


  the pastures of the shepherds wither,


  and the top of Carmel dries up.


  (Amos 1:2)


  Yahweh is the Divine Warrior who must fight in a new cosmogonic battle of creation against his own people. This oracle sets the tone for the entire book, and most of the oracles reinforce this message. Nevertheless, the creation will not end in catastrophe. The book of Amos ends in a salvation oracle that proclaims the dawn of a new creation:


  13The time is surely coming, says the LORD,


  when the one who plows shall overtake the one who reaps,


  and the treader of grapes the one who sows the seed;


  the mountains shall drip sweet wine,


  and all the hills shall flow with it.


  14I will restore the fortunes of my people Israel,


  and they shall rebuild the ruined cites and inhabit them;


  they shall plant vineyards and drink their wine,


  and they shall make gardens and eat their fruit.


  15I will plant them upon their land,


  and they shall never again be plucked


  out of the land that I have given them.


  (Amos 9:13–15)


  From the perspective of the Yahwist creation myth, the garden of Eden is not the natural habitat of humans. It is the garden of God, and so the human couple are driven from the garden once they gain cultural knowledge lest they eat of the tree of life and become immortal. Humans are created to till the ground and plant their own gardens. Human access to the garden of Eden is barred forever by God. The rest of the biblical tradition, however, found a way past the cheribim and the flaming sword that guard Eden. In the new creation the whole land will be transformed into a garden like Eden. Amos thus proclaims that in the new creation the earth will be a fertile paradise with the result that the land will produce so much abundance that the gathering of one crop will not be completed before it is time to plant the next crop. The earth will be cleansed so that the land will freely bear its produce without toil and sweat (Cornelius: 49). Moreover, humans will not be mere exploiters of this garden, demanding of its produce and offering little in return. Rather, the prophet likens Israel itself to a garden. Just as God planted his garden in Eden, so God will plant his people in the land. Through agricultural metaphors, Amos emphasizes the essential unity between humans and the natural world. Israel and the natural world will be harmoniously redeemed. The center will flourish in a new creation.


  Hosea


  Along with Amos, Hosea prophesies against the northern kingdom of Israel during the reign of Jeroboam II. But whereas Amos prophesies during the height of his reign when the elite in Israel experience unmatched prosperity, Hosea prophesies at the end of his reign and during the years that follow. These are turbulent years. Assyria is on the rise, and Israel’s monarchy is subject to repeated coups. The final downfall of Israel is inevitable. For the prophet Hosea these events signal God’s judgment on Israel. Using a variety of metaphors, Hosea announces God’s judgment on the land and the people: The land of Israel will become desolate (5:9); the people will eat but not be satisfied (4:10); the women will be unable to conceive and bear children (9:11–12, 14); and Israel will suffer war and exile from the land (8:14; 9:3; 10:10, 14–15). These punishments, however, are not mere local events. They are cosmic in scope because the sins of Israel are cosmic in their effect:


  1Here the word of the LORD, O people of Israel;


  for the LORD has an indictment against the inhabitants of the land.


  There is no faithfulness or loyalty,


  and no knowledge of God in the land.


  2Swearing, lying, and murder,


  and stealing and adultery break out;


  bloodshed follows bloodshed.


  3Therefore the land [withers],5


  and all who live in it [fade away];


  together with the wild animals


  and the birds of the air,


  even the fish of the sea are perishing.


  (Hosea 4:1–3)


  Israel’s sins against God have corrupted the creation so that a drought ravages the land. But this drought is unlike ordinary droughts, for it affects even the fish of the sea. It is a cosmic drought that returns the earth to its dry and barren primordial condition as described in the Yahwist creation myth (compare De Roche, 1981). The sterile desert of the periphery is consuming the creation of the center. Moreover, there appears to be an allusion in this passage to the flood myth. All animals and birds outside the ark perished during the flood, but the fish for obvious reasons survived. But in this new catastrophe, even the fish will be destroyed (Wolff, 1974b: 68).


  It is uncertain whether or not the people of Israel were actually experiencing a drought during Hosea’s time. The language of the text is ambiguous. It could refer to a present or a forthcoming drought. In any case, we should be cautious about lifting historical data from a metaphorical text. Hosea’s intention is to communicate to Israel the significance of its sins, and to this end he employs drought metaphors.


  In conjunction with drought metaphors, Hosea also uses agricultural metaphors to describe Israel. Israel is likened to both a plant and the one who plants. As a farmer, Israel has reaped what it has sown; as a plant, Israel suffers from the drought that consumes the land:


  For they sow the wind,


  and they shall reap the whirlwind.


  The standing grain has no heads,


  it shall yield no meal;


  if it were to yield,


  foreigners would devour it.


  (Hosea 8:7)


  Israel has been plowing wickedness and reaping injustice (10:13), and suffering desiccation as a result. Israel’s own deeds have corrupted the created order. But Hosea also offers a message of hope. If Israel will follow the commands of God, then life on the barren earth will become possible. Hosea implores the people:


  Sow for yourselves righteousness;


  reap steadfast love;


  break up your fallow ground;


  for it is time to seek the LORD,


  that he may come and rain righteousness upon you.


  (Hosea 10:12)


  If the people return to God, God will come “like the spring rains that water the earth” (6:3). God will provide the water that is necessary to sustain vegetation so that Israel, like a plant, will flourish in the land.


  6His shoots shall spread out;


  his beauty shall be like the olive tree,


  and his fragrance like that of Lebanon.


  7They shall again live beneath my shadow,


  they shall flourish as a garden;


  they shall blossom like the vine,


  their fragrance shall be like the wine of Lebanon.


  (Hosea 14:6–7)


  According to Hosea, the people are integrally linked to the natural world. The creation will sustain life only if Israel follows the ways of God. Otherwise, Israel will wither away with the rest of creation.


  The message of Hosea is difficult to interpret. On the one hand, Hosea proclaims God’s imminent and inevitable judgment on Israel. Because the people have rejected God’s commands, they will suffer the catastrophe that they have initiated. On the other hand, Hosea repeatedly offers hope to the people. The people can prosper and flourish in the land if they return to Yahweh. Even God appears to vacillate on what he will do, unable to decide whether to destroy or redeem Israel (11:8–9). Does this suggest that the people’s sins do not inflict damage to the creation, or that such damage is not irreversible? Many scholars have noted the irregularity of Hosea’s oracles. Indeed, the Hebrew text of some of the oracles has been corrupted beyond repair. But equally important, the oracles do not appear to be in a finished state. They are more characteristic of preliminary reflections or soliloquies (Andersen and Freedman: 45). The exception are the oracles in Hosea 1–3.


  In Hosea 1–3 Israel is compared to an adulterous wife, whose relationship to Yahweh is likened to the prophet’s relationship with his own wife. In the form of an allegory, Hosea 1 presents God’s summons for Hosea to marry a prostitute and to have children of prostitution. Like Hosea’s wife, Israel has forsaken her husband Yahweh to prostitute herself by worshipping other gods and forming political alliances with the nations around her. Although Yahweh loves and cares for Israel and bestows upon her all the abundance of the earth, Israel chooses to pursue other lovers. Therefore, just as Hosea pleads with his wife and threatens her with divorce, Yahweh initiates divorce proceedings against Israel (2:1–13). He will take back all the produce that he has given to her and strip her naked. Israel and the land will be devastated.


  Following the oracle of divorce, the attitude of Yahweh changes. No mention is made of whether or not the divorce is finalized. No mention is made of whether or not Israel changes heart and returns to Yahweh. Nevertheless, Yahweh will approach Israel like a man who courts a woman. Yahweh will allure her and speak tenderly to her, and she will respond in kind (2:14–15). Yahweh will again be Israel’s husband, and he will take her for his wife forever (2:16, 19–20). The creation itself will celebrate the remarriage of Yahweh to Israel, for through the redemption of Israel, the natural world is also redeemed (Levenson, 1985: 77–80):


  18I will make for you a covenant on that day with the wild animals, the birds of the air, and the creeping things of the ground; and I will abolish the bow, the sword, and war from the land; and I will make you lie down in safety…


  21On that day I will answer, says the LORD,


  I will answer the heavens


  and they shall answer the earth;


  22and the earth shall answer the grain, the wine, and the oil,


  and they shall answer Jezreel;


  23and I will sow her6 for myself in the land.


  (Hosea 2:18, 21–23)


  This covenant between humans and the animal world – the listing of the animals suggests that they are representative of all non-human living beings (De Roche, 1981: 404–5) – is unprecedented elsewhere in the Bible. It can be compared with God’s covenant with Noah which also includes the animals, but that covenant is between God and the animals. Moreover, the Noahic covenant does not reconcile the enmity between humans and animals. This new covenant, however, will bring peace to both humans and animals. The original harmony of Eden will be restored. Bernard Batto has identified this covenant as a covenant of peace, a common ancient Near Eastern motif that signals the cessation of a deity’s hostility toward humans caused by their revolt at creation (Batto, 1987a; Fensham, 1965). In the context of Hosea, however, God’s hostility does not stem from humankind’s revolt at the dawn of creation. God will bring destruction on Israel because Israel has transgressed the present order of creation by rejecting God’s commands. Therefore, God’s redemption of Israel must also entail the renewal of creation because Israel’s sins have corrupted the created order.


  God’s restoration of creation, or new creation, is most clearly articulated in vv. 21–23. God will reestablish the ecological web that unites his own creative activities with both the natural world and humankind (Koch, 1979: 47). God is the agent of creation; God is the one who will initiate the creation (“answer” has the connotation of “respond to”), and God is the one who will plant Israel in the land. The creation will respond in like fashion. In contrast to the drought that is consuming Israel, the heavens will water the earth so that it will shoot forth its produce and provide the sustenance for Israel to live in the land.


  The repeated references to “on that day” (2:16, 18, 21) give this redemption an eschatological tone. God’s redemption of Israel and the land is a new creation, not simply the repair of the existing order of creation. The relationship between Hosea’s oracles of judgment and oracles of salvation corresponds to the structure of the catastrophe/new-creation myth. The emphasis of the prophet for the people to return to Yahweh does not qualify the inevitability of the coming catastrophe. Rather, the prophet simply models for Israel the appropriate response to God’s promised, though not inevitable, new creation. This interpretation is confirmed by the prophet’s allegorical understanding of his own redeeming actions on behalf of his adulterous wife:


  4For the Israelites shall remain many days without king or prince, without sacrifice or pillar, without ephod or teraphim. 5Afterward the Israelites shall return and seek the LORD their God, and David their king; they shall come in awe to the LORD and to his goodness in the latter days.


  (Hosea 3:4–5)


  The Israelites will experience the collapse of creation that their sins have hastened upon them, but then God will redeem them through a new creation.


  Isaiah of Jerusalem


  Although Isaiah does not explicitly refer to the Sinai covenant, he stands in the same tradition as Amos in condemning the rulers and elite of Judah for oppressing the common people in their quest for wealth and power. The source material for his judgment against Judah is the royal theology, which is the theological reflection of the royal ideology discussed in Chapter Four. The royal theology proclaims Zion to be the dwelling of God and the center of creation, and thus a city of righteousness, and the Davidic rulers to be God’s earthly executors of peace and justice (Gottwald: 377–78). But reality did not correspond to this theology. Jerusalem had become a city of injustice, and the king did not walk in the ways of God.


  Isaiah’s preference for the royal theology rather than the Sinai tradition for the source material of his oracles might reflect his own social standing. He appears to have been from a noble Jerusalem family, and possibly even a temple priest. In any case, he had access to both the king and the chief priests. But Isaiah might also have preferred the royal theology because the people’s understanding of this theology served as a catalyst for their sins. In other words, Isaiah might have used the royal theology against the rulers and elite of Judah in order to correct their misappropriation of that theology.


  The royal theology was dangerous because it elevated the importance of humans, and especially the king. The king was considered to be the adopted son of God. He was supreme over all creatures, and able to act like God in this world. Eventually, this unique position of the king was democratized so that all humans were viewed as kings (Ps 8). (Traces of this lofty view of humans can be detected in both the J and the P creation myths.) As long as humans recognize that they are subordinate to God and the order of creation, such a theology is not problematic. However, the rulers and elite of Judah had usurped God’s position. In their haughtiness, they viewed the world as their exclusive domain and all its riches as their plunder. The royal theology was distorted to give legitimation to humankind’s basic sin: Human self-exaltation over God. Therefore, Isaiah used the same royal theology to condemn Judah, and thereby herald the coming destruction of the people and the land.


  In a spectacular vision in which Yahweh is enthroned in his heavenly temple surrounded by seraphs, Isaiah is privy to the deliberations of the divine assembly (6:1–13). The divine assembly has declared judgment on Judah, but the assembly needs a messenger to proclaim God’s judgment to the people. Isaiah volunteers. God then gives Isaiah a message of irreversible doom to prophesy. When Isaiah asks how long he should proclaim this message, Yahweh responds:


  11Until cities lie waste


  without inhabitant,


  and houses without people,


  and the land is utterly desolate;


  12until the LORD sends everyone far away,


  and vast is the emptiness in the midst of the land.


  (Isaiah 6:11–12)


  Isaiah offers no hope for the people of Judah in this world. Their sins have so corrupted the creation that the present order will inevitably be destroyed.


  Some of the specific sins of Judah are listed in an elaborate oracle centering around the day of Yahweh. The people have turned to divination and soothsaying, and have bowed down to idols of their own making (2:6, 8). The emphasis here is not on the people worshipping other gods, but rather exalting themselves above God (Watts: 35). They also have hoarded silver and gold and have amassed a large army (2:7). They hunger for wealth and power, a further indication of their self-exaltation. The rulers and the elite of Judah have exalted themselves over God, but God will humble them. Their pride and arrogance will shrink before the glory and majesty of God. Isaiah then uses the cosmic metaphors of the day of Yahweh to describe the coming catastrophe on Judah:


  12For the LORD of hosts has a day


  against all that is proud and lofty,


  against all that is lifted up and high;


  13against all the cedars of Lebanon,


  lofty and lifted up;


  and against all the oaks of Bashan;


  14against all the high mountains,


  and against all the lofty hills;


  15against every high tower,


  and against every fortified wall;


  16against all the ships of Tarshish,


  and against all the beautiful craft.


  17The haughtiness of people shall be humbled,


  and the pride of everyone shall be brought low;


  and the LORD alone will be exalted on that day.


  (Isaiah 2:12–17)


  The rulers and elite of Judah have corrupted the order of creation by usurping the position of God. Therefore, the creation itself will be destroyed. Specifically, Isaiah describes the destruction of all that is high and lofty in the creation or that might impress humans with its greatness (Kaiser, 1972: 36). But this text also speaks of the essential unity of creation. Humans, as created beings, are representative of all creation in their arrogant assault against God’s rule of the creation. All creation suffers as a result. In the end, only Yahweh will be exalted.


  Most of Isaiah’s oracles announce God’s judgment on the people of Judah. They detail the crimes of the people and herald the coming catastrophe. Nevertheless, like the prophets before him, Isaiah also presents a beacon of hope. The coming catastrophe is but the prelude to a new creation when the people will live in peace according to justice and righteousness – that is, according to the order of creation (Schmid, 1984: 107). Some of these oracles of salvation have been added by later writers wanting to buffer and qualify Isaiah’s harsh sentence on the people, but some undoubtedly stem from Isaiah himself.7 Likewise, Isaiah 32:9–20 and 10:33–11:9, two oracles in which the coming catastrophe and the new creation are juxtaposed, are probably from the prophet himself.


  In the former oracle, Isaiah addresses the elite women of Jerusalem. He calls them from the complacency of their luxuriant lifestyle to lament, for soon the fruit crops will be destroyed and the fields will be over grown with thorns and briers. Isaiah states no specific cause for the agricultural catastrophe. Some commentators have assumed, based on v. 14, that the devastation of the crops is caused by war (Kaiser, 1974: 330), but it could also be the result of natural causes such as drought. Regardless of the cause, such a catastrophe will have severe consequences for the people of Jerusalem. But the catastrophe will not be limited to just the agriculture. Even Jerusalem itself will be devastated.


  For the palace will be forsaken,


  the populous city deserted;


  the hill and the watchtower


  will become dens forever,


  the joy of the wild asses,


  a pasture for flocks.


  (Isaiah 32:14)


  The images that Isaiah marshals are those reminiscent of the Yahwist’s creation myth. The land will become a barren wilderness with only thorns and briers like the land outside the garden of Eden that was deprived of rain. Its only inhabitants will be wild animals,8 demonic and symbolic of chaos (Talmon: 43). The center of creation that is the land of Israel will be consumed by the chaos of the periphery.


  The collapse of the created order, however, will only be temporary. The world will remain barren only


  15until a spirit from on high is poured out on us,


  and the wilderness becomes a fruitful field,


  and the fruitful field is deemed a forest.


  16Then justice will dwell in the wilderness,


  and righteousness abide in the fruitful field.


  17The effect of righteousness will be peace,


  and the result of righteousness, quietness and trust forever.


  18My people will abide in a peaceful habitation,


  in secure dwellings, and in quiet resting places.


  (Isaiah 32:15–18)


  The wilderness that results from the catastrophe will be transformed by a new creation. In this new creation the people of God will live securely in peace, and their actions will be characterized by justice and righteousness. Justice and righteousness should not be equated with mere human conduct. They refer to a sphere of activity that emanates from God (Koch, 1982: 57–60; Berquist: 59–61). It is God alone who is just and righteous, and the creation is the manifestation of God’s justice and righteousness (see Pss 33:4–7; 89:9–14; and the discussion by Levenson, 1988: 104–6). Humans are just and righteous only when they live in accord with creation, only when their actions correspond to the ways of God. This will be the mark of the new creation. Because the people of God will live according to God’s righteousness and justice, the creation will remain secure. Human faithfulness to God will safeguard the creation forever.


  In the second oracle Isaiah likens the coming catastrophe to the deforestation of the august cedar forests of Lebanon:


  33Look, the Sovereign, the LORD of hosts,


  will lop the boughs with terrifying power;


  the tallest trees will be cut down,


  and the lofty will be brought low.


  34He will hack down the thickets of the forest with an ax,


  and Lebanon with its majestic trees will fall.


  (Isaiah 10:33–34)


  Isaiah’s metaphor in this passage is transparent: God will destroy the people because of their haughty pride. Isaiah’s focus in this oracle, however, is not on the inevitable catastrophe that is coming upon Judah but on the hope of a new creation. Reference to the coming catastrophe is made in order to set the stage for God’s new act of creation.


  Although the people will be destroyed like the felling of trees, God will bring new life to the stump that was the lineage of David. God will cause the stump to shoot out new branches; a new king will arise to govern God’s people. Unlike the previous kings of Jerusalem who rejected the imperatives of the royal theology, this new Davidide will reign with justice and righteousness. He will truly be a son of God and God’s regent over creation (11:1–5).


  As in the message proclaimed by Hosea, Isaiah envisions that the new creation will also entail a transformed relationship between humans and animals. Because God’s righteousness will prevail on the earth, the whole creation will be reconstituted as God intended it. No longer will there be enmity between humans and animals:


  6The wolf shall live with the lamb,


  the leopard shall lie down with the kid,


  the calf and the lion and the fatling together,


  and a little child shall lead them.


  7The cow and the bear shall graze,


  their young shall lie down together;


  and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.


  8The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp,


  and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den.


  9They will not hurt or destroy


  on all my holy mountain;


  for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the LORD


  as the waters cover the sea.


  (Isaiah 11:6–9)


  Isaiah’s vision of an idyllic harmony within the animal world is troublesome for many ecologically informed readers. Is not the natural world inherently violent? The balance of nature is dependent upon one species preying off another. Nature is “red in tooth and claw,” yet without violence it would cease to sustain itself. Therefore, commentators have commonly acknowledged the utopian character of this vision.


  Despite its unrealistic vision, this text can nevertheless offer realistic values. According to one commentator, what concerns Isaiah in this passage “is violence of any kind, even in the animals world, for he cannot accept that as being a rightful part of God’s good world, and so he dreams of a day when there will no longer be any need for any living thing to kill another (Gowan: 104)” But although human violence is indeed an assault on the order of creation, there is no evidence to suggest that violence among animals was deemed contrary to the created order. For the ancient Israelites, all life belonged to God. Every act of taking life, whether it be human or animal life, was problematic, but only for humans. The Bible places no concern in violence within the animal world. Violence is indeed the concern of this oracle – not violence of any kind, but rather violence that occurs between the human and the animal world (Kaiser, 1972: 160–61). Notice that there are two types of animals listed in this oracle: domestic animals raised by humans (lamb, goat, cow) and wild animals that prey on humans and their domestic herds (wolf, leopard, lion, bear). Domestic animals are part of the human world. They are ingroup members with humans in contrast to wild animals which make up the outgroup; they are representative of culture rather than nature. They are raised by humans for humans. An attack against them by wild animals is an attack on the human world. Thus, the domestic animals serve as the key for understanding Isaiah’s oracle. This oracle is not envisioning the cessation of violence among wild animals but between the animal world and the human world. In the new creation the ingroup/outgroup enmity between humans and wild animals will be reconciled.


  In verse 8 Isaiah makes an allusion to either the Yahwist creation myth, or the traditional source material which the Yahwist used to write his myth (the date of both the Yahwist and this oracle is problematic). There he proclaims that the child will not be harmed by the snake, explicitly undoing the enmity that resulted from the human couple’s actions in the garden. According to J, the woman’s offspring will strike the head of the serpent’s offspring, and the serpent will strike his heal. But in the new creation, the child and the snake will peacefully coexist. The child will play over the snake rather than strike it, and the snake will not attack the child.


  One final comment should be made about Isaiah’s oracle of the new creation. It is proclaimed from a human point of view. The violence that will be eliminated in the new creation is violence that is directed at the human world. No mention is made about whether, for example, humans will become vegetarians, no longer using animals for food. This might be inferred from the text, but it is not explicitly stated, nor should it be expected. Isaiah was prophesying to humans, and so addressed human concerns. Nevertheless, his vision of a new creation has implications beyond its human orientation.


  Zephaniah


  Isaiah predicts that the Assyrian empire will serve as God’s agents of judgment against Judah (10:5–6). Indeed, during Isaiah’s own life the Assyrians under Sennacherib invade and devastate much of the land of Judah. Jerusalem barely survives, according to Isaiah, because of Hezekiah’s faithfulness. Roughly a century later, the prophet Zephaniah prophesies the destruction of the Assyrian empire and its capital Nineveh. But Zephaniah does not focus solely on Assyria. He also proclaims God’s judgment on the Phoenicians, the Philistines, the Moabites, the Ammonites, and on the people of Judah. The book of Zephaniah begins with an oracle announcing God’s destruction of the whole world:


  2I will utterly sweep away everything


  from the face of the earth, says the LORD.


  3I will sweep away humans and animals;


  I will sweep away the birds of the air


  and the fish of the sea.


  I will make the wicked stumble.9


  I will cut off humanity


  from the face of the earth, says the LORD.


  (Zephaniah 1:2–3)


  This oracle of judgment is universal in scope. The whole world will be destroyed – all human and animal life. The oracle itself uses language similar to the creation and the flood myths. The listing of humans, animals, birds of the air, and fish of the sea reflects the Priestly writer’s enumeration of creatures that God created, but in reverse order (De Roche, 1980: 106). The repeated reference to the “face of the earth” is reminiscent of the flood myth. This oracle employs the pun ’adam-’adama – God will cut off ’adam, “humanity,” from the face of the ’adama, “earth” – in the same manner as the Yahwist creation myth. Whether Zephaniah makes explicit reference to the P and the J myths or simply reflects a common creation-flood tradition is uncertain. Nevertheless, these metaphors serve to give cosmic significance to the coming destruction.


  Zephaniah identifies the coming catastrophe as the day of Yahweh. It will be a day of sacrifice and a day of wrath. God’s fury will be against both Judah and the nations because of the violence done by the peoples and because of their haughtiness. The whole creation will be destroyed so that all the inhabitants of the earth will be annihilated. Yet despite the totality of the day of Yahweh, Zephaniah offers hope to the people of Judah:


  Seek the LORD, all you humble of the land,


  who do his commands;


  seek righteousness, seek humility;


  perhaps you may be hidden on the day of the LORD’s wrath.


  (Zephaniah 2:3)


  Despite the universal scope of the catastrophe, a remnant of Judah may survive. In fact, Zephaniah seems to assume that some will survive, for he claims that to them God will give the land of Philistia, Moab, and Ammon (2:4–10). Moreover, Yahweh will cleanse Jerusalem which he accuses of being a “soiled, defiled, oppressing city” (3:1). Although Yahweh will consume all the earth, he will redeem Jerusalem:


  11On that day you shall not be put to shame


  because of all the deeds by which you have rebelled against me;


  for then I will remove from your midst


  your proudly exultant ones,


  and you shall no longer be haughty


  in my holy mountain.


  12For I will leave in the midst of you


  a people humble and lowly.


  They shall seek refuge in the name of the LORD –


  13the remnant of Israel;


  they shall do no wrong


  and utter no lies,


  nor shall a deceitful tongue


  be found in their mouths.


  Then they will pasture and lie down,


  and no one shall make them afraid.


  (Zephaniah 3:11–13)


  How shall we understand this incongruity in the message of Zephaniah? Does Zephaniah’s hope of a remnant undercut his threat of universal catastrophe? Will the day of Yahweh be less destructive than Zephaniah first proclaimed? As with the preceding prophets that we have examined, the message of Zephaniah too should be interpreted in reference to the catastrophe/new-creation myth. Because the earth has been corrupted by human violence and haughtiness, Zephaniah heralds the inevitable destruction of creation. But the world cannot end in catastrophe; the myth also entails a new creation that will emerge out of the destruction of the old. Therefore, Zephaniah also proclaims the survival of a remnant, and although these people are “left over” from the old creation, they are transformed in the new creation. They will become a humble people, doing no wrong, and uttering no lies. The people will be transformed so that their actions will no longer corrupt the earth.


  Jeremiah


  Jeremiah prophesies during the final years of the kingdom of Judah. Repeatedly, he condemns Jerusalem and Judah for the multitude of sins that the people have wantonly committed against God. The people have refused to serve God and follow his commands, and so have polluted the land by their transgressions. In a similar fashion to Hosea, Jeremiah uses the metaphor of an adulterous wife to describe the people’s rejection of Yahweh:


  1If a man divorces his wife


  and she goes from him


  and becomes another man’s wife,


  will he return to her?


  Would not such a land be greatly polluted?


  You have played the whore with many lovers;


  and would you return to me? says the LORD.


  2Look up to the bare heights, and see!


  Where have you not been lain with?


  By the waysides you have sat waiting for lovers,


  like a nomad in the wilderness.


  You have polluted the land


  with your whoring and wickedness.


  3Therefore the showers have been withheld,


  and the spring rain has not come;


  yet you have the forehead of a whore,


  you refuse to be ashamed.


  (Jeremiah 3:1–3)


  In the surrounding context of this oracle, Jeremiah accuses the people of quickly changing their ways, of claiming to be innocent of infidelity yet seeking other lovers (2:33–37). Behind this text we might image a situation in which the people repeatedly repent of their sins and return to Yahweh, but without a change of heart. Their repentance is superficial, lacking real intent to keep God’s covenant (Thompson: 190). In order to illustrate the gravity of the people’s situation, Jeremiah draws upon legal material concerning divorce. According to Deuteronomy 24:1–4, if a man divorces his wife and she later marries another, under no circumstances can she return to her first husband as a wife. If she does remarry her first husband, this act is an abomination to God and it pollutes the land. For Jeremiah, the people of God are in a similar situation to the divorced wife. They have prostituted themselves to other lovers, yet repeatedly return to Yahweh. Their actions have thus polluted the land, bringing drought upon them. Here Jeremiah’s analogy of Judah’s plight with the Deuteronomic law breaks down. From the perspective of the law, the woman’s return to her first husband pollutes the land. With regard to the people of Judah, however, their abandonment of Yahweh in favor of other lovers is the source of the land’s pollution.


  Although Jeremiah and Hosea share the same metaphors to describe the relationship between Yahweh and his people, they use the metaphors toward different ends. Hosea uses the metaphor to illustrate God’s redemption: Just as Hosea redeems Gomer out of prostitution and restores her as his wife, God will redeem an unfaithful Israel (Hos 3:1–5). Jeremiah, on the other hand, uses this metaphor to describe the impossibility of the people returning to God. If a remarried women cannot return to her first husband, how much more impossible is it for Israel to return to Yahweh after affairs with other lovers (Holladay: 113).


  As the prophets that preceded him, Jeremiah presumes a causal connection between the actions of the people and the condition of creation. Human sin corrupts the creation and has effects on the natural world. Specifically, Jeremiah claims that because the people have turned away from Yahweh, the earth is consumed by a great conflagration. The pastures are dried up (23:10), the grass withers (12:4), and the seasonal rains have not fallen (3:3). The land suffers from a curse (23:10; reflecting a similar tradition as the Yahwist creation myth), and the animals and the birds have disappeared (12:4). For Jeremiah, the natural catastrophe that the people of Judah are experiencing (14:1 explicitly states that the people are experiencing a drought) is a certain indication of God’s judgment on them:


  10Take up weeping and wailing for the mountains,


  and a lamentation for the pastures of the wilderness,


  because they are laid waste so that no one passes through,


  and the lowing of cattle is not heard;


  both the birds of the air and the animals


  have fled and are gone.


  11I will make Jerusalem a heap of ruins,


  a lair of jackals;


  and I will make the towns of Judah a desolation,


  without inhabitant.


  (Jeremiah 9:10–11)


  The connection between Judah’s sins and the catastrophe is made explicit in the following verses: The life-giving land is being turned into a wilderness because the people have forsaken the law of God and have followed their own desires (9:12–14).


  Judah’s present natural catastrophe, however, serves also as a harbinger of a catastrophe that is to come. This catastrophe will be cosmic in scope; it will encompass the whole creation. The people’s pollution of the land makes the coming catastrophe inevitable. Jeremiah thus proclaims the approach of the enemy from the north who will bring God’s judgment on the people. On a historic level, this cryptic designation undoubtedly refers to the Babylonians (Hyatt; Holladay: 42–43). In order to circumvent the vast Syrian desert that spanned the distance between Babylon and Judah, the Babylonian army would travel north along the Euphrates river and then south along the Mediterranean coast, attacking Judah from the north. The historic interpretation of the enemy from the north, however, does not fully account for its meaning, for Jeremiah declares that the Babylonians themselves will be attacked by this enemy (chaps. 50–51). This agent of God’s judgment also has mythical overtones (Childs, 1959; Reimer). In the biblical and Canaanite traditions, “north” does not always refer to a northern geographical location. Often it refers to a mountain peak or pinnacle that is thought to be the dwelling place of a deity (Eissfeldt). The temple on Mount Zion, for example, is located in the “north” (Ps 48:2), though it is in the south of Palestine geographically. Furthermore, the enemy from the north is associated with chaos.10 Its assault causes the creation itself to quake and crumble. On a mythic level, then, the enemy from the north designates the chaotic foe that is sent by Yahweh from his own dwelling. The enemy from the north signals the return of primordial chaos and the disintegration of the created order. Therefore, when Jeremiah proclaims the coming of the enemy from the north against Judah, he heralds the dawn of a cosmic catastrophe. The people’s sins have so polluted the earth that the whole creation must be destroyed. By sending the enemy from the north, Yahweh simply hastens the collapse of the creation.


  The people’s refusal to change their ways stirs Jeremiah deeply. Although he is the divinely called envoy of God’s words of judgment, he agonizes over their repercussions: “My anguish, my anguish! I writhe in pain! Oh, the walls of my heart!” (4:19). He cannot remain indifferent, for he has seen in a vision the devastating effects of the coming catastrophe:


  23I looked on the earth, and lo, it was waste and void;


  and to the heavens, and they had no light.


  24I looked on the mountains, and lo, they were quaking,


  and all the hills moved to and fro.


  25I looked, and lo, there was no one at all,


  and all the birds of the air had fled.


  26I looked, and lo, the fruitful land was a desert,


  and all its cities were laid in ruins


  before the LORD, before his fierce anger.


  (Jeremiah 4:23–26)


  Jeremiah employs the creation traditions underlying both the Priestly and the Yahwist creation myth to herald the reversal of creation (Fishbane: 151–53). Like the unleashing of Leviathan, the enemy from the north will dismantle the boundaries of creation. The world will revert to its undifferentiated and empty primordial state. All inhabitants of the earth will perish, and the land will be reduced to a barren desert.


  Jeremiah offers little hope to the people of his day. God’s judgment on the people is final, the coming catastrophe inevitable. Nevertheless, the book of Jeremiah does contain numerous passages that describe God’s redemption of his people. Although many of these passages do not stem from Jeremiah himself (they were likely inserted by later scribes in order to ameliorate Jeremiah’s otherwise ominous message), Jeremiah did envision a new creation emerging out of the catastrophe that the people of God would experience.


  Jeremiah describes this new creation as a new covenant:


  31The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. 32It will not be like the covenant that I made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt – a covenant that they broke, though I was their husband, says the LORD. 33But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. 34No longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, “Know the LORD,” for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more.


  (Jeremiah 31:31–34)


  After the catastrophe, Jeremiah declares, God will make a new covenant with his people. Unlike the old covenant that was written on tablets of stone, this new covenant will be written on the human heart. According to Jeremiah, the old covenant is ineffectual. Despite all that God has done on behalf of Israel, the people continually break the covenant. The failure of the old covenant, however, is not due to the nature of the covenant per se, but to humankind. Israel repeatedly rejects God’s laws. In the tradition of the Yahwist, Jeremiah recognizes that humans are bent on evil, that they have an evil inclination. In contrast to the old covenant, the new covenant signals not a new set of laws that will be easier to keep, but a new humanity that will be inclined towards following God. Through the coming catastrophe, the evil inclination of humans will be purged. The new creation that ensues from the catastrophe will include a transformed humankind whose very nature will correspond to the law of God (compare the similar prophecy in Ezek 36:26–28).


  The Exilic Prophets


  For the preexilic prophets, God’s judgment on the people’s sins is experienced through the present disintegration of creation, though the most grievous consequences of God’s judgment still lay in the near future. The pollution of the earth caused by human sin makes the total collapse of creation inevitable, but the reality of it is not yet fully known. A coming catastrophe looms on the horizon; the day of Yahweh is at hand. For the prophets of the sixth century, however, the catastrophe has arrived. The destruction of Jerusalem including Yahweh’s temple on Zion and the exile of the people to Babylon is interpreted by these prophets to be the historical manifestation of God’s judgment. The metaphors of cosmic catastrophe serve as appropriate images for understanding the people’s experience: The creation has ceased to be life-sustaining; the earth is characterized by chaos rather than order; Yahweh has engaged in a cosmogonic battle against his own people. The people’s sins against God and the created order have hastened and brought upon them the destruction of creation itself.


  Ezekiel


  Because the people have already experienced God’s judgment through war and exile, the prophets of the exile herald the dawn of God’s new creation – the redemption of Israel and the natural world. This transition in the prophetic message is best illustrated by the prophecies of Ezekiel. Ezekiel is called to prophesy against Judah during his fifth year in exile (chaps. 1–3). As a temple priest in Jerusalem, Ezekiel was sent into exile in the first deportation in 597 B.C.E. Jerusalem had just been conquered by Nebuchadnezzar, but was not yet destroyed. In Babylon Ezekiel proclaims judgment on Jerusalem and Judah as Jeremiah continues to do in Jerusalem. The people are still rejecting Yahweh, and so are going to suffer further at the hands of the Babylonians. After Jerusalem is destroyed in 587 B.C.E., however, Ezekiel turns from oracles of judgment to salvation oracles. God’s judgment has occurred; the order of creation has unraveled. With the catastrophe past, God is about to redeem his people through a new creation


  Ezekiel describes the coming redemption as a covenant of peace:


  25I will make with them a covenant of peace and banish wild animals from the land, so that they may live in the wild and sleep in the woods securely. 26I will make them and the region around my hill a blessing; and I will send down showers in their season; they shall be showers of blessing. 27The trees of the field shall yield their fruit, and the earth shall yield its increase. They shall know that I am the LORD, when I break the bars of their yoke, and save them from the hands of those who enslaved them. 28They shall no more be plunder for the nations, nor shall the animals of the land devour them; they shall live in safety, and no one shall make them afraid. 29I will provide for them a splendid vegetation so that they shall no more be consumed with hunger in the land, and no longer suffer the insults of the nations.


  (Ezekiel 34:25–29)


  The covenant of peace, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, is the prophetic designation of a common ancient Near Eastern motif associated with creation (Batto, 1987a). At the time of creation, humans revolted against the gods, disrupting the created order and forcing the gods to destroy humankind through a cosmic catastrophe. In some traditions the gods destroy humankind with a flood, in other traditions a goddess attempts to slay humankind in a violent rampage. The hostility of the gods towards humans in both cases, however, is reconciled by a covenant. This covenant of peace is established by the head god, and signals the end of divine hostility and the return of creation to its original condition.


  In applying the covenant of peace to Israel’s situation, Ezekiel declares that the events that culminated in Jerusalem’s destruction and the exile of the people marked the end of God’s hostility toward them. The people’s sins against God had brought upon them God’s wrath, but now God will make a covenant of peace with them. As a result, the earth will be transformed in a new creation so that it will be like the garden of Eden. In another oracle Ezekiel explicitly associates the new creation of the land with the garden of Eden: “And they will say, ‘This land that was desolate has become like the garden of Eden; and the waste and desolate and ruined towns are now inhabited and fortified’” (36:35). The creation will be restored to its primordial splendor before human rebellion against God corrupted it. The land of Israel which was polluted by sin and devastated by invading armies will become a fertile garden, freely giving up its produce. The people will be free from the threat of wild animals and the nations, and will live securely in the land. The reference to animals in this context probably includes only those animals, such as the lion, the bear, or the jackal, that are a threat to humans or domestic animals. These wild animals are in the same category as the nations: They are the outgroup in relation to Israel. They are creatures of the periphery and thus symbolic of chaos.


  Although Ezekiel’s primary focus is on the redemption of Israel, his vision of God’s redemption also includes the natural world (limited to the nature of Israel’s domain). Because the land of Israel has been defiled from the people’s sins, it too needs to be redeemed through a new creation. The land needs to be cleansed from its pollution. Therefore, Ezekiel proclaims God’s coming redemption to the land itself:


  8But you, O mountains of Israel, shall shoot out your branches, and yield your fruit to my people Israel; for they shall soon come home. 9See now, I am for you; I will turn to you, and you shall be tilled and sown; 10and I will multiply your population, the whole house of Israel, all of it; the towns shall be inhabited and the waste places rebuilt; 11and I will multiply human beings and animals upon you. They shall increase and be fruitful; and I will cause you to be inhabited as in your former times, and will do more good to you than ever before. Then you shall know that I am the LORD.


  (Ezekiel 36:8–11)


  Clearly, Israel will profit from the restoration of the land, but this new creation is not simply for the benefit of humans (contra Gowan: 101–2). The direct address to the land suggests that God will redeem the land for its own sake (DeGuglielmo: 308). All God’s redeeming actions, described in this oracle, are on behalf of the land. Because the land has a purpose within creation – to bear and sustain life – the redemption of the land will include the increase of humans and animals on the land. Humans in this context serve the benefit of the land rather than the reverse. Through the new creation, the land will fulfill its life-giving tasks that the corruption of human sin has undermined.


  In a final vision of the recreation of the land, Ezekiel employs metaphors from both the horizontal and vertical models of sacred space in order to describe the transformation of the barren wilderness of Judah into a paradise like the garden of Eden. Out of Mount Zion, below the threshold of the rebuilt temple, Ezekiel sees a mighty river flowing to the east that will be too deep to cross (47:1–6). This river will water the sterile dry desert and bring life to the Dead Sea:


  7As I came back, I saw on the bank of the river a great many trees on the one side and on the other. 8He said to me, “This water flows toward the eastern region and goes down into the Arabah; and when it enters the sea, the sea of stagnant waters, the water will become fresh. 9Wherever the river goes, every living creature that swarms will live, and there will be very many fish, once these waters reach there. It will become fresh; and everything will live where the river goes. 10People will stand fishing beside the sea from En-gedi to En-eglaim; it will be a place for the spreading of nets; its fish will be a great many kinds, like the fish of the Great Sea. 12On the banks, on both sides of the river, there will grow all kinds of trees for food. Their leaves will not wither nor their fruit fail, but they will bear fresh fruit every month, because the water for them flows from the sanctuary. Their fruit will be for food, and their leaves for healing.”


  (Ezekiel 47:7–10, 12)11


  In this vision, Mount Zion is both the center of creation and the cosmic mountain from which the divine waters flow. Through the life-giving river that will emanate from the temple and stream into the wilderness, the center, which has been engulfed by the sterile periphery, will again flourish with the fertility of creation. Although the text refers specifically to the land east of Jerusalem – the wilderness of Judah and the Dead Sea – this land is symbolic of the whole land of Israel. The whole land will be turned into a paradise that will be dependent upon the life that issues from Yahweh’s dwelling on Zion.


  Drawing upon traditions of the old royal theology, which also attest to a life-giving stream flowing out of the temple mount (Pss 36:8–9; 46:4; Isa 8:6), Ezekiel identifies Mount Zion throughout his oracles with the garden of Eden Levenson, 1976: 25–36). It is the place from which creation originated, the center of all life. The garden of Eden, however, has been corrupted by human sin. Rather than a life-giving paradise, it has become a polluted wasteland that is unable to support life. The destruction of Jerusalem and the temple by the Babylonians is thus likened to the collapse of creation. But in God’s coming redemption Zion will be recreated like the garden of Eden, and the river that will flow from the temple will be like the river of Eden. As the river in Eden sustained the vegetation of the garden, so also the river from Zion will cause the desolate ground to shoot forth abundant fruit trees. Its fertilizing waters will even bring life to the sterile waters of the Dead Sea so that it will teem with fish. Everywhere the river goes will abound with life.


  Second Isaiah


  The themes of redemption and new creation which are prominent in Ezekiel form the central focus of the anonymous prophet who has come to be known as Second Isaiah.12 Nowhere in his oracles does this prophet issue a word of judgment against the people of God. He offers only a message of comfort and redemption. According to Second Isaiah, the people of Judah who were defeated and exiled by the Babylonians have already suffered sufficiently for their sins (40:2). Therefore, Second Isaiah proclaims Yahweh’s imminent redemption of Israel from exile. Yahweh has anointed Cyrus, king of Persia, to conquer Babylon (45:1). By Yahweh’s command he will be victorious, and will allow the people in exile to return to their homeland and to rebuild Zion. However, Yahweh’s coming redemption of his people will not take place solely on the plane of human history. Redemption encompasses also the natural world. Because the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile of the people entailed the collapse of the creation, God’s redemption of the people will only be possible through a new creation.


  For the people suffering in exile, Yahweh’s ability to redeem them is questionable. Did not the Babylonians destroy Yahweh’s temple? Are not the people under domination in a foreign land? If Yahweh remains king, over what does he rule? According to Second Isaiah, Yahweh’s coming redemption is certain because Yahweh is the creator, the king over the creation.


  21Have you not known? Have you not heard?


  Has it not been told you from the beginning?


  Have you not understood from the foundations of the earth?


  22It is he who sits above the circle of the earth,


  and its inhabitants are like grasshoppers;


  who stretches out the heavens like a curtain,


  and spreads them like a tent to live in;


  23who brings princes to naught,


  and makes the rulers of the earth as nothing.


  (Isaiah 40:21–23)


  Yahweh is no mere local god! As the creator, he rules over all creation. Jerusalem was destroyed by his will. The people were sent into exile by his will. Similarly, Yahweh has called Cyrus to redeem his people (Ollenburger, 64–66):


  I made the earth,


  and created humankind upon it;


  it was my hands that stretched out the heavens,


  and I commanded all their hosts.


  I have aroused Cyrus in righteousness,


  and I will make all his paths straight;


  he shall build my city


  and set my exiles free,


  not for price or reward,


  says the LORD of hosts.


  (Isaiah 45:12–13)


  Because Yahweh is the creator, Yahweh will achieve his purposes for his people and for his creation.


  In a message similar to that of Ezekiel, Second Isaiah declares that Zion will be transformed into a fertile paradise like the garden of Eden:


  For the LORD will comfort Zion;


  he will comfort all her waste places,


  and will make her wilderness like Eden,


  her desert like the garden of the LORD;


  joy and gladness will be found in her,


  thanksgiving and the voice of song.


  (Isaiah 51:3)


  At the mundane level, Second Isaiah would merely be claiming that the deserted and fallow environs surrounding Jerusalem would again be tilled and planted in the wake of the devastation caused by the Babylonian army. But God’s redemption is never mundane! Because God is the creator, God’s redemption is through a new creation. Zion will not simply be replanted. It will be created anew, cleansed from all human pollution. For Second Isaiah, this will be a cosmic event because it will be the creator who will do it.


  The goal of Second Isaiah’s message to the exiles is not just to comfort them with the certain hope of God’s coming redemption, but also to encourage them to participate in this redemption by returning to Zion. Despite the fact that the people were forcibly removed from their homeland and settled in a foreign land, the people appear to have been reluctant to leave Babylon. Babylon had become their home, and the many born in Babylon knew no other homeland. Moreover, the return journey to Palestine would be long and arduous. Some would undoubtedly die on the trip; others would suffer attacks from bandits and wild animals. All would make the journey by sacrificing the familiarity and security of Babylon for an uncertain future in Palestine. Therefore, Second Isaiah gives little direct attention to God’s redemption of Zion. Rather, he focuses on the incompatibility of Yahweh and Babylon and on the people’s triumphal procession back to Zion.


  Drawing upon the early epic traditions of Israel, Second Isaiah likens Babylon to Egypt. Just as Egypt was the land of death at the periphery, so also is Babylon. And just as Yahweh delivered the Israelites from bondage in Egypt, so also God is about to deliver his people from Babylon in a new exodus. However, unlike the old exodus, the people will not have to cross the barren desert to reach Zion, the center of creation, for Yahweh is going to transform the periphery. The desert will be watered so that it will flourish like the center. Every mountain will be lowered and every valley will be raised so that no obstacle will block the people’s return (40:4). In order to further ease the journey, Yahweh will build a highway through the wilderness on which the people will travel to Zion (35:8).


  16Thus says the LORD,


  who makes a way in the sea,


  a path in the mighty waters,


  17who brings out chariot and horse,


  army and warrior;


  they lie down, they cannot rise,


  they are extinguished, quenched like a wick:


  18Do not remember the former things,


  or consider the things of old,


  19I am about to do a new thing;


  now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?


  I will make a way in the wilderness


  and rivers in the desert.


  20The wild animals will honor me,


  the jackals and the ostriches;


  for I will give water in the wilderness,


  rivers in the desert,


  to give drink to my chosen people,


  21the people whom I formed for myself


  so that they might declare my praise.


  (Isaiah 43:16–21)


  In this oracle the new exodus is compared and contrasted with the first exodus of God’s people. Just as God was victorious in the first exodus by defeating the Egyptians and by making a way for the Israelites to cross the sea (vv. 16–17), so also is his deliverance of Israel from Babylon certain (compare 51:9–11). The Israelites’ exodus out of Egypt had been the central theme of their confession to Yahweh. Yahweh was known as the God who brought Israel “out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Exod 20:2). But no longer. Israel’s first exodus will pale in comparison to the new exodus that Yahweh is about to perform for them, for Yahweh will bring life to the wilderness:


  I will open rivers on the bare heights,


  and fountains in the midst of the valleys;


  I will make the wilderness a pool of water,


  and the dry land springs of water.


  I will put in the wilderness the cedar,


  the acacia, the myrtle, and the olive;


  I will set in the desert the cypress,


  the plane and the pine together.


  (Isaiah 41:18–19)


  The desert in the periphery will experience the fruits of God’s new creation. It will be transformed into a garden like the garden of Eden at the center. As a result, the new exodus will not be arduous. The people will not grow faint nor weary on the journey. There will an abundance of food and drink so that the people can return to Zion in a triumphal procession:


  And the ransomed of the LORD shall return,


  and come to Zion with singing;


  everlasting joy shall be upon their heads;


  they shall obtain joy and gladness,


  and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.


  (Isaiah 35:10)


  Second Isaiah also likens the coming redemption of the people in exile to God’s redemption of Noah:


  9This is like the days of Noah to me:


  Just as I swore that the waters of Noah


  would never again go over the earth,


  so I have sworn that I will not be angry with you


  and will not rebuke you.


  10For the mountains may depart


  and the hills be removed,


  but my steadfast love shall not depart from you,


  and my covenant of peace shall not be removed,


  says the LORD, who has compassion on you.


  (Isaiah 54:9–10)


  Just as Noah was spared in Yahweh’s destruction of creation and was granted a covenant of peace, so also Yahweh will now grant his entire people a covenant of peace. Yahweh’s hostility toward his people has come to an end (compare 54:7–8), and the earth will be restored through a new creation. Whereas the rainbow was the sign of the Noahic covenant, the new creation itself will attest to God’s eternal covenant of peace (compare 55:13). But even if the new creation crumbles (which, of course, it will not), God’s covenant with the people will remain secure.


  The Postexilic Prophets


  Although both Ezekiel and Second Isaiah placed God’s coming redemption in a cosmic perspective, it was tied up with historical events, namely, the release of the exiles from Babylon and the restoration of Zion. These historical events did happen. Freed by Cyrus’s edict, many of the people returned to Palestine (though more remained in Babylon). The temple was rebuilt, the priesthood was reestablished, and an heir to the throne of David was appointed governor of the province of Judah. Nevertheless, God’s glorious redemption, prophesied by Ezekiel and Second Isaiah, failed to materialize. No new creation had taken place. Rather, the people suffered natural disasters and economic depression. Life in a restored Palestine was worse than in Babylon.


  For many of the postexilic prophets (most of whom remain anonymous, for they simply appended their oracles to existing works), the hard times of this period meant that the destruction of Jerusalem had not been the fullness of the cosmic catastrophe predicted by earlier prophets, that the exile had not fully cleansed the creation from pollution, that the total collapse of creation still lay ahead for the people. For example, in a series of oracles that have come to be known as the Isaianic Apocalypse (Isa 24–27), a prophet announces that Yahweh is about to lay waste the whole earth and scatter its inhabitants because the earth remains polluted from human sin:


  4The earth dries and withers,


  the world languishes and withers;


  the heavens languish together with the earth.


  5The earth lies polluted


  under its inhabitants;


  for they have transgressed laws,


  violated the statues,


  broken the ancient covenant.13


  6Therefore a curse devours the earth,


  and its inhabitants suffer for their guilt;


  therefore the inhabitants of the earth dwindled,


  and few people are left.


  (Isaiah 24:4–6)


  The destruction of Jerusalem and the exile had only affected Israel; this catastrophe did not bring God’s judgment on the nations. Therefore, these postexilic prophets proclaim the imminent dawn of a new cosmic catastrophe for which the present calamities serve as harbingers. But unlike the earlier catastrophe, this new catastrophe will be directed at and encompass all the nations. The whole creation will be devastated. Although Israel will not remain unscathed in the coming catastrophe, these prophets also herald the final redemption of God’s people: The nations will be destroyed, never to oppress Israel again; Israel will live in peace and God will dwell on Zion; and the earth will be recreated as a paradisiacal garden. According to the prophet of the Isaianic Apocalypse, God will take away the shame of his people (25:8), restore Jerusalem as a city of righteousness (26:1–15), swallow up death (25:7) and finally eliminate chaos by killing Leviathan (27:1).


  That the nations too had to be judged through a cosmic catastrophe was already anticipated by both Ezekiel and Second Isaiah. Drawing upon the enemy from the north tradition, Ezekiel prophesies that Yahweh will bring Gog and all his allies from the distant north against the land of Israel and the people of God who have been restored to the land (38:1–16).14 Numerous attempts have been made to identify the Gog of this prophecy. Gyges of Lydia has been the most popular suggestion. But Gog is not an historical individual. Ezekiel uses the name Gog – derived from the name “Magog,” a known northern territory (cf. Gen 10:2) – precisely because it has no historical referent and can easily be associated with the enemy from the north (Ezek 38:17 makes an explicit reference to Jeremiah’s enemy from the north prophecies). Shrouded in mythic images, Gog is simply a cipher to represent the eschatological enemy of Yahweh. Moreover, Gog is also representative of the nations. In addition to his northern allies, Ezekiel allies him with Persia, Ethiopia, and Put (Libya) – that is, with a nation from the East, South, and West respectively. Gog’s allies include nations from all four corners of the earth, and so represent all nations.


  Although Yahweh will bring Gog against his own people, Yahweh’s purpose will not be to judge Israel but to destroy Gog and the nations:


  18On that day, when Gog comes against the land of Israel, says the Lord GOD, my wrath shall be aroused. 19For in my jealousy and in my blazing wrath I declare: On that day there shall be a great shaking in the land of Israel; 20the fish of the sea, and the birds of the air, and the animals of the field, and all creeping things that creep on the ground, and all human beings that are on the face of the earth, shall quake at my presence, and the mountains shall be thrown down, and the cliffs shall fall, and every wall shall tumble to the ground. 21I will summon the sword against Gog in all my mountains, says the Lord GOD; the swords of all will be against their comrades. 22With pestilence and bloodshed I will enter into judgment with him; and I will pour down torrential rains and hailstones, fire and sulfur, upon him and his troops and many peoples that are with him.


  (Ezekiel 38:18–22)


  Yahweh’s defeat of Gog will entail the collapse of the whole creation. The reference to the “great shaking” signals the return of chaos (Childs, 1959: 196). The nations in their repeated assaults on the people of God have arrogantly challenged Yahweh’s kingship over creation. Yahweh will thus march out to fight Gog in a new cosmogonic battle. With the typical weapons of the storm-god, Yahweh will defeat the nations by bringing about the reversal of creation. Their dead bodies will then be the main course for a great sacrificial banquet. The birds and wild animals will eat their flesh and drink their blood (39:17–20). Finally, the land of Israel will be cleansed of the bones and the discarded weapons of war (39:9–16), and Israel will be restored securely its land (39:21–29).


  Second Isaiah similarly prophesies a coming catastrophe on all the nations (Isa 34). Although Second Isaiah singles out Edom because of the violence it carried out against the people of Judah following the destruction of Jerusalem, Edom is representative of all the nations. Because the nations have violated the order of creation by assaulting the people of God, Yahweh will slaughter them in a horrific blood-bath: The land will be strewn with their bodies and the mountains will flow with their blood (34:2–3). The heavens will collapse (34:4); the streams will be turned into pitch and the land into sulfur (34:9); and the land will revert to chaos, bearing only thorns and thistles and inhabited by wild animals (34:11–15). The coming catastrophe against the nations will result in the complete destruction of creation.


  Later prophets built upon this tradition of God’s judgment on all the nations. Obadiah, for example, condemns the Edomites for their treatment of God’s people after the destruction of Jerusalem (vv. 1–14). As in the case of Second Isaiah’s prophecy of judgment, Edom is symbolic of all the nations. Although Obadiah lacks many of the cosmic metaphors characteristic of the other prophets, he does claim that the day of Yahweh is coming against the nations (vv. 15–16). We can infer from this metaphor that Obadiah envisioned the destruction of the nations through a cosmogonic battle. Yahweh will fight the nations who pose a threat to his kingship over creation. Through the battle the creation itself will be destroyed, but upon God’s inevitable victory the world will be created anew. Then the people of God, who will survive the catastrophe, will inherit and possess the land of the nations (vv. 17–21).


  In an anonymous oracle that has been appended to the prophecies of Zechariah, a prophet in the tradition of Ezekiel 38–39 foresees the assault of the nations against Jerusalem: “For I will gather all the nations against Jerusalem to battle, and the city shall be taken and the houses looted and the women raped; half of the city shall go into exile, but the rest of the people shall not be cut off from the city” (14:2). But then Yahweh will march forth to fight and destroy the nations (14:3–5). Upon Yahweh’s victory, the creation will be reconstituted. There will no longer be cold or frost which inhibit the earth’s ability to produce (14:6). Darkness will never again consume the night (14:7). A river of living waters will flow out of Jerusalem to bring life to the periphery (14:8). And Yahweh will establish his kingship over the whole earth (14:9).


  The most elaborate of the postexilic prophecies that reflect the catastrophe/new-creation myth is the book of Joel.15 Joel is a difficult book to understand. The first part of the book focuses on the destruction caused by a severe locust plague. The second part of the book focuses on God’s judgment of the nations. What unites the two parts of the book is the theme of the day of Yahweh: Both the locust plague and the destruction of the nations are heralded as the day of Yahweh. For Joel, the locust plague that the people of Judah are experiencing both serves as a metaphor of the nations’ assault against them, and signals the beginning of a cosmic catastrophe that will culminate in God’s defeat of the nations in a cosmogonic battle.


  A locust plague has caused severe devastation of the land around Jerusalem. The locusts have destroyed the crops, defoliated the trees and vines, devoured the pastures, and have caused a shortage of food so that even the daily temple offerings have come to an end. Their relentless assault on the people and the land is likened by Joel to an invading army:


  6Before them peoples are in anguish,


  all faces grow pale.


  7Like warriors they charge,


  like soldiers they scale the wall.


  Each keeps to its own course,


  they do not swerve from their paths.


  8They do not jostle one another,


  each keeps to its own track;


  they burst through the weapons


  and are not halted.


  9They leap upon the city,


  they run upon the walls;


  they climb up into the houses,


  they enter through the windows like a thief.


  (Joel 2:6–9)


  This is no ordinary locust plague, for with their advance the locusts hasten the collapse of creation. At their march the earth and the heavens tremble, the sun, moon, and stars no longer shine (2:10). They transform the land that is like the garden of Eden into a desolate desert like the periphery (2:3). Joel thus recognizes the locust plague to be the day of Yahweh.


  Although the people have suffered from the locust plague, their distress will only be temporary. The day of Yahweh is not a day of judgment against them. Joel enumerates no sins of the people. The call to “return to Yahweh” (2:12–17) does not mean “repent of your sins,” but rather “honor Yahweh with the appropriate cultic rites of mourning” (Simkins, 1991: 171–90). Yahweh will remove the locusts from the land and destroy them in the sea (2:20). Yahweh will restore the land so that the threshing floors will be full of grain and the vats will overflow with wine and olive-oil (2:21–24).


  According to Joel, the day of Yahweh must also include God’s destruction of the nations. The nations have to be judged for their corrupt treatment of God’s people (3:1–8). Joel thus interprets the locust plague as a metaphor of God’s coming judgment on the nations. Just as the locusts invade the land of Judah, so also God will gather all the nations to war outside Jerusalem (3:9–12). There Yahweh will judge the nations and defeat them in a cosmogonic battle that includes the collapse of creation, but the people of God will be safe on Mount Zion (3:15–16). After the nations are destroyed Yahweh will recreate the world. Just as Yahweh will restore the agricultural bounty that was devastated by the locust plague, God will recreate the land after the nations and their corruption has been purged from it:


  In that day the mountains shall drip sweet wine


  the hills shall flow with milk,


  and all the stream beds of Judah


  shall flow with water;


  a fountain shall come forth from the house of the LORD


  and water the Wadi Shittim.


  (Joel 3:18)


  In Joel’s vision only the center, the land of Judah, will be recreated. It will be transformed into a paradisiacal garden, and it will remain forever undefiled by the nations (3:17). However, the land of the nations at the periphery will become a desolate wilderness. Because of violence done to the people of God, the land of the nations will remain outside the creation of God (3:19).


  The Prophets’ Values Toward Nature


  In the preceding analysis of the prophets, we have used the catastrophe/new-creation myth as a model for fleshing out the structure and the metaphors of the prophets’ message. This model does not exhaust or fully explain the writings of the prophets, nor was it intended to. Rather, we have employed this model because it draws attention to the prophets’ values toward the natural world. By focusing on the status of the creation, this model makes explicit what the prophets presupposed about the triangular relationship between God, humans, and the natural world, and especially the interrelationship between humans and nature.


  Although each of the prophets that we examined delivers a unique message, determined by the specific historical situation of each, all the prophets share the same worldview: Humans and the rest of nature are united in creation – humans affect the natural world with their actions, and are affected by the condition of nature. This integral relationship between humans and nature has been clearly articulated by Frank Cross in an essay aptly entitled, “The Redemption of Nature”:


  The creation, created ‘good,’ falls into decay, sterility, wilderness, cursed by God. The earth is cursed for the sake of the rebellion of one of its natural creatures. The human spirit corrupts nature, and man is one with nature. Humankind belongs wholly to the realm of nature, mortal. His attempt to become a god, to transcend the insecurity of mortal flesh, is his primal sin. He is not half-god, half-animal. His soul contains no spark of the divine. He is an animal, a stately animal, theomorphic indeed, but he cannot free himself now or in the Beyond from nature. In him nature is an actor in the drama of salvation, and also apart from him nature is an actor, fleeing the divine wrath, transfigured by the divine glory, redeemed insofar as man is redeemed, damned insofar as humanity is damned (1988: 95–96).


  The unity of humans and nature in creation, however, should not obscure the fundamental distinction between humans and the rest of the natural world. For the prophets, only humans have sinned against God, and only humans must return to God. Apart from humans, nature might be an actor in the drama of salvation, but only humans are moral actors (causal agents), affecting the whole creation with their actions.


  The prophets place little confidence in human actions. Humans have always been inclined towards evil and corruption, and human actions alone are insufficient to redeem the world from their own sins. On the other hand, the prophets place great confidence in God. God will redeem what humans have destroyed. God will recreate the world and transform humans so that they will no longer sin against God and creation. Because human sin has corrupted the natural world, nature too stands in need of redemption. But also because humans are united with the rest of nature in creation, humankind cannot be redeemed apart from the redemption of the natural world. The hope of humankind is linked with the natural world in the redemption of all creation.


  The writings of the preexilic and postexilic prophets reflect primarily the harmony-with-nature solution to the human-relationship-to-nature problem. Human sin adversely affects the natural world. On a theological level, sin is a human affront against God or the commands of God. But the commands of God are not arbitrary. God is the creator, and thus the commands of God correspond to the order of creation. On a ritual level, sin pollutes the world so that it needs to be cleansed. On a cosmic level, sin deteriorates the order of creation that must be reconstituted. Human sin ultimately destroys the creation itself (compare Kay, 1988). As a result, human redemption is dependent upon the recreation of the world.


  Some of the prophets – most notably, the postexilic prophets,16 but also passages in Ezekiel and Second Isaiah – also reflect the subjugation-to-nature and the mastery-over-nature solutions to the human-relationship-to-nature problem. The subjugation-to-nature orientation is the response to oppression from the outgroup. In the book of Joel, for example, the people of Judah were suffering from devastation caused by an unprecedented locust plague. But unlike the preexilic and exilic prophets, Joel does not attribute the plague to the people’s sins. The catastrophe is not the inevitable result of the people’s own actions, but rather is caused by an outgroup (a locust plague personified as an invading army) over which the people have no control. As in the case of Job, the people’s only recourse is to God.


  Hope of redemption is implicit in the catastrophe/new-creation myth. God will redeem the people in the midst of the cosmic catastrophe through a new creation (reflecting the harmony-with-nature orientation), resulting in a reversal of the people’s orientation toward the outgroup. No longer will the people be subjugated to the nations or to a hostile nature. Their land will be restored to a fertile paradise, but the land of the nations (the outgroup) will become desolate and overrun with wild animals. In contrast to the king’s mastery-over-nature orientation, however, this orientation is eschatological. It is actualized solely through the actions of God. God alone is the master over creation, and God alone will destroy the nations and devastate their land.


  Notes


  1. The catastrophe/new-creation myth corresponds in metaphor and structure to the ubiquitous ancient Near Eastern conflict myth. Specifically, the catastrophe/new-creation myth is a particular development and elaboration of the conflict myth with a distinct emphasis. Whereas the conflict myth focuses on the of a world, and employs metaphors of order and differentiation, the catastrophe/new-creation myth stresses the from one age or world to the next, and uses metaphors of pollution and cleansing. The conflict myth is generally oriented toward the divine realm and focuses on the status of Yahweh’s kingship. The catastrophe/new-creation myth, on the other hand, tends to focus on the state of the creation. It is terrestrially oriented and underscores the effect of humans on the creation. This distinct emphasis of the catastrophe/new-creation myth, however, should not obscure its affinities with the conflict myth.


  2. In addition to the expression, “the day of Yahweh,” the concept of the day of Yahweh is represented by a number of related locutions such as: “a day of Yahweh,” “the day of Yahweh’s vengenance,” “the day of Yahweh’s wrath,” “the day of Yahweh’s anger,” “a day of Yahweh’s tumult, trampling, and confusion,” “the day of Yahweh’s sacrifice,” “the day of Yahweh’s feast,” and “on that day.”


  3. The day of Yahweh tradition includes the variety of themes and images that occur in association with the specific expressions that denote the concept of the day of Yahweh (see note 2).


  4. The connection with the day of Yahweh suggests that the feasts refer to the New Year festival, during which God’s creation of the world was celebrated.


  5. The text of the NRSV has been altered to reflect more accurately the drought imagery in this verse (Wolff, 1974b: 65; Andersen and Freedman: 339-40).


  6. Most translations emend the Hebrew text to read “him,” referring to Israel, but the feminine pronoun is appropriate in this context, for Israel has been likened to a wife. Batto suggests that the feminine pronoun refers to the eschatological conditions mentioned in the preceding verses--that is, God will sow peace in the land (1987a: 202). This interpretation is possible, though not conclusive.


  7. Determining which parts of the book of Isaiah preserve the words of Isaiah of Jerusalem is a difficult task. Everywhere in the first part of the book (chaps. 1-39) his words have been mixed with the words of later prophets and editors. Nevertheless, many of the additions appear to be further expansions and elaborations of Isaiah’s own words.


  8. The term translated by the NRSV as “flocks” refers literally to a group of animals. The type of animal in the flock or herd is not specified. In the context of this oracle, it appears to refer to a herd of wild asses.


  9. De Roche suggests that this line is an intrusion into the text that was added by a scribe who could not accept the universal scope of Zephaniah’s oracle. The oracle was thus reduced to a judgment oracle against the wicked (1980: 107-8). This interpretation, however, is not necessary. Rather than diminish the scope of this oracle, this line is given universal scope. All creation is declared to be wicked and subject to God’s judgment.


  10. Childs first made this connection based on the association of the enemy from the north with the Hebrew term, “to tremble, quake,” a technical term of the chaos tradition (1959). But for Childs, this term did not denote chaos and was not associated with the enemy from the north tradition until after Jeremiah. More recent studies, however, have shown that was always associated with primordial chaos and was used in conjunction with Jeremiah’s enemy from the north (Reimer: 226).


  11. V. 11 is commonly recognized to be a later insertion (Zimmerli: 508).


  12. The oracles of Second Isaiah have traditionally been recognized in Isaiah 40-55, but chaps. 34-35 should also be included in this corpus.


  13. The text of the NRSV reads “everlasting covenant” which suggests the Noahic covenant, but it is difficult to understand how this covenant would be broken since the obligation of this covenant is on Yahweh. The Hebrew text can also be rendered “ancient covenant,” which leaves unspecified the nature of the covenant (Levenson, 1988: 28).


  14. Many scholars have attributed Ezekiel 38-39 to a later, postexilic, scribe. This interpretation is plausible, but the style and content of this passage are compatible with the rest of the book of Ezekiel.


  15. The interpretation of the book of Joel can only be cursory in this context. For a detailed analysis of Joel from the perspective of catastrophe/new-creation myth, see Simkins (1991: 101-241; 1993).


  16. The prophet Haggai, in contrast, reflects the harmony-with-nature orientation by blaming the people’s experience of economic and ecological depression on their own failure to rebuild the temple.


  



  Conclusion


  In contrast to the majority of previous studies of the Bible, this book has focused on the role of the natural world in the religion and culture of ancient Israel. Specifically, I have sought to identify the ancient Israelites’ worldview and values toward nature, and thereby contribute to the ecology of ancient Israel. To accomplish this task, I have employed a variety of new models to the biblical data, and have focused especially on the Bible’s creation myths and metaphors. New models were essential to this investigation because the previous models of biblical interpretation did not give attention to the role of nature in the biblical texts. The creation myths and metaphors provided the key to ascertaining the Israelites’ worldview and values by making explicit the Israelites’ assumptions concerning the triangular relationship between God, humans, and the natural world.


  In the preceding chapters I developed and illustrated a model of the Israelites’ worldview and values toward nature. This model diagrams the basic assumptions of the Classification, Relationship, and Causality universals (the assumptions of the Time and Space universals were discussed in Chapters Four and Five). The Israelite worldview, illustrated in figure 14, posits two fundamental relations: An unalterable distinction between God the creator and the creation; and the correlation of humans and the rest of the natural world as two distinct yet integrally related parts of creation. Within this worldview, three value orientations toward nature are possible: mastery-over-nature, harmony-with-nature, and subjugation-to-nature (figure 5). Each of these value orientations was preferred by the Israelites under different circumstances and in accordance with the ingroup/outgroup classification. In relation to their own land and the land of members of their ingroup, the Israelites preferred primarily the harmony-with-nature orientation. In relation to the natural world of the outgroup, the Israelites preferred either the mastery-over-nature or the subjugation-to-nature orientation. The former was preferred under circumstances in which the Israelites were able to dominate the outgroup, the latter when the Israelites were dominated by the outgroup.


  [image: ]


  In figure 17 I have illustrated how each of the biblical texts treated in this book fit in relation to this model of the Israelite worldview. The texts that present Jerusalem’s royal ideology or theology reflect both the mastery-over-nature and the harmony-with-nature orientation. According to this ideology, the king stands in relation to the earth as God is related to the whole creation. As God’s earthly regent – the king never is able to escape his creaturely status – the king’s mastery over the earth is a manifestation of God’s own righteousness and justice. By defeating all his enemies (the outgroup), the king secures the order of creation. But the king’s deeds must also correspond to the order of creation. By administering justice and righteousness, the king secures the blessing of creation for his people (ingroup).


  Both the Yahwist and the Priestly writer give preference to the harmony-with-nature solution to the human-relationship-to-nature problem. Humans are creatures, made of the same substance as the rest of creation. The Yahwist and the Priestly writer also emphasize that humans are exceptional in the creation. Humans have cultural knowledge, or humans are made in the image of God, and thus are distinct from all other creatures. Nevertheless, humans cannot escape their creaturely status. Humans must live according to the order of creation, and their fate is bound to the fate of creation.


  The prophets and the biblical texts presenting the covenant theology also reflect the harmony-with-nature orientation. Humans are linked to the natural world with the result that human actions have ramifications in nature. Human actions that are in accord with the order of creation, that follow the stipulations of the covenant, result in the flourishing of creation. But actions that violate the order of creation and transgress God’s covenant bring disorder to the creation. They ritually pollute the land and cause the creation to collapse. As a result, God’s redemption of humans entails a new creation.


  The book of Job presents a situation in which the covenant theology’s preference for the harmony-with-nature orientation does not correspond to the particular circumstances of Job. The character of Job suffers innocently; his suffering cannot be attributed to transgressions as the covenant theology implies. Job experiences the creation as hostile and overwhelming (outgroup). Therefore, he falls back on his second-order preference, the subjugation-to-nature orientation. Some of the prophets similarly reflect this orientation. The people of Judah had suffered the oppression of the nations (outgroup), which was resulting in the collapse of the creation. But unlike Job, these prophets also envisioned God’s new creation when their land will be restored as a new Eden and the land of the nations will be devastated.


  As models for biblical interpretation, the ecologically-oriented models introduced in this book, including the model of the Israelites’ worldview and values toward nature, provide a viable alternative to the history-versus-nature model which has been dominant in biblical scholarship this century. These models take seriously the Bible’s numerous references to the natural world, and enable the interpreter to place these references within a meaningful framework. Moreover, these models facilitate a culturally empathic rather than an ethnocentric reading of the Bible. Biblical references to the natural world, for instance, can be interpreted in light of ancient Israel’s own worldview and values rather than from the perspective of our own worldview and concerns. These models, therefore, will enable the Bible to be read on its own terms, and to be employed authentically in discussions of contemporary issues such as the current environmental crisis.


  



  Epilogue


  The Bible and the Environmental Crisis


  A Relevant Approach to the Bible?


  Prior to 1970, modern biblical scholars gave little attention to the role of the natural world in the literature of the Bible and in the religion culture of ancient Israel. Too often it was assumed that the religion of Israel was a religion of history, and that the Bible focused exclusively on the relationship between God and humans. The natural world was viewed merely as the stage on which the human drama with God took place. The creation was split into nature and history (the human realm) with God’s activity relegated to the latter. This approach is no longer acceptable. It is based on a modern conceptual dichotomy between history and nature that is foreign to the worldview of the ancient Israelites. Moreover, this approach, which was employed to articulate the relevance of Bible for the modern world (this was the agenda of the Biblical Theology Movement), proved to be myopic. In the context of the environmental crisis that began to attract wide public attention in the 1960s, numerous charges were made that the Bible not only fostered anti-environmental attitudes but was actually responsible for the current crisis. Suddenly, the Bible was labeled both irrelevant and dangerous, and biblical scholars scrambled to redeem the Bible from this assault.


  That the Bible was regarded as an antagonist to a stable and healthy environment is understandable. References to the natural world in the Bible were either neglected or made subordinate to the Bible’s concern for human salvation. How could a human-oriented, biblical religion contribute to the preservation of the natural environment? One theologian recently expressed a common sentiment:


  Does the Bible say anything explicitly about nature that might be ecologically helpful now? The natural world is understood as God’s creation, but I know of no biblical passages that urge any special respect. “Love your earthly mother” is not a biblical statement. . . . In sum, nature in the Bible is generally either regarded as a resource, or it fades into the background while, in the foreground, the significant drama of history is played out (Gulick: 183–84).


  The problem, however, is not with the Bible itself but with the dominant scholarly interpretation of the Bible. Therefore, a new approach to the Bible, one that takes into consideration the role of the natural world, is needed. This book offers such an approach.


  The Moral Dimension of the Environmental Crisis


  Because concern over the environmental crisis triggered this new focus on the role of the natural world in the religion and culture of ancient Israel, it is appropriate at the end of this study to consider the role that the Bible might play in the discussion of the current crisis. The following presentation can only be cursory at best. I am an expert neither in the intricacy and complexity of the environment nor in ethical theory and application. I leave the specific task of applying the Bible to the environmental crisis to others more qualified. Nevertheless, in the remaining pages I will outline some of the basic issues of the current crisis, and suggest ways that Israel’s worldview and values toward nature can make a positive contribution to these issues.


  Although humans have adversely affected their natural environment throughout every age, the environmental crisis that we are experiencing at the end of the twentieth century is unique in its global scope.1No longer can God proclaim that the creation is good, for humans have polluted the heavens and the earth. We have poisoned the ground with hazardous chemicals ranging from the toxic wastes that leech out of our landfills to the pesticides and fertilizers that we use in an attempt to make the earth produce more than it is capable of sustaining. We have polluted the oceans and waterways by indiscriminately dumping into them industrial waste and sewage. The air we breathe, especially in our urban centers, is often unhealthy due to the smog produced by the hydrocarbons and other emissions from our automobiles. In order to avoid low-lying smog, our coal burning plants send their pollutants high into the air, but these pollutants, rich in sulfur dioxides and nitrous oxides, mix with moisture in the atmosphere and produce acid rain that kills vegetation, forests, and aquatic life. Through the use of synthetically derived chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), we have even dangerously depleted the ozone that protects us from the harmful ultraviolet radiation of the sun. Pollution, however, is not the only means by which humankind has adversely affected God’s creation. We have become so numerous that we tax the earth’s ability to sustain us. We consume more natural resources than the earth can reproduce and have threatened the precarious balance of our ecosystem. Acting as if the earth were our private domain, we have caused the extinction of countless animal and plant species.


  One could extensively illustrate various facets of the environmental crisis in which we find ourselves, but this hardly seems necessary.2 Is there anyone in our society unaware of the fact that we have polluted and corrupted our terrestrial home? Ecology and the environment have recently become hot topics. Everywhere we are reminded about what we have done to our planet. There has been an explosion of literature on the subject in bookstores and at newsstands, and rarely does a week go by without reference to the environmental crisis in the news media. The growing number of environmental groups repeatedly issue warnings of the destruction of this or that ecosystem, and seek to marshal political clout in order to influence public policy. The environmental crisis has even had an impact on the structures of government, including departments devoted to protecting the natural environment on the state and national level, and programs such as mandatory recycling on the local level. Although the extent of the environmental crisis is often debated, few would question its existence.


  The environmental crisis is primarily a human problem (Nash: 89). Although a number of factors have contributed to the current crisis – including environmental factors such as the climate, topsoil, terrain, and animal species of a given region – the overriding factors can be traced to our use of technology, our social systems and the demands they place on the environment, and our worldview (see the discussion of the human-environment relations model in Chapter One). Humans have been unable or unwilling to live within the natural limits of the environment. Our actions have impacted the environment so that it is unable to sustain our standard of living, or our social system, without being further altered. Our interrelationship with the environment resembles the trajectory of a downward spiral: Developing human social systems place increasing demands on the environment that the environment is increasingly unable to absorb.


  As a human problem, the environmental crisis has a moral dimension. Human beings have created the crisis, and it is our actions that “adversely affect the good of humans and otherkind in our relationships” (Nash: 23). Humans are also responsible for alleviating the crisis. Consequently, environmental concern falls within the domain of religion as well as science. Religion can provide us with a symbolic perception of the world. Whereas science can teach us about the diverse ecosystems in which we live, religion can provide us with the moral motivation to live within the constraints of those ecosystems. In a recent statement entitled “Preserving and Cherishing the Earth: An Appeal for Joint Commitment in Science and Religion,” a group of prominent scientists, headed by Carl Sagan, emphasized the critical role that needs to be played by both science and religion:


  As scientists, many of us have had profound experiences of awe and reverence before the universe. We understand that what is regarded as sacred is more likely to be treated with care and respect. Our planetary home should be so regarded. Efforts to safeguard and cherish the environment need to be infused with a vision of the sacred. At the same time, a much wider and deeper understanding of science and technology is needed. If we do not understand the problem, it is unlikely we will be able to fix it. Thus there is a vital role for both religion and science.


  The response of world religions to the environmental crisis has been positive. From every corner of the globe religious leaders have emphasized how their faith calls its adherents to revere and care for the natural world. This is equally true for Christianity. Theologians have stressed the intrinsic value that the Christian faith ascribes to the natural world, and how humans themselves are called to act in the world as benevolent stewards rather than as despots who exploit nature for their own ends.3 The Bible, however, is rarely called upon to address the problems of the environmental crisis. The Bible is neglected because many ecologically concerned Christians – especially theologians – believe that either the Bible offers no insights for resolving our present crisis, or the Bible is part of the problem, contributing to the environmental crisis. In most cases a few individual passages have been singled out as anthropocentric and thus interpreted as supportive of human exploitation of nature. This is unfortunate; it is “proof-texting of the worst sort” (Nash: 75). Our study of ancient Israel’s worldview and values toward nature, however, does not support this common interpretation.


  The Biblical Worldview


  If religion is a critical ingredient of any solution to the environmental crisis, then the Bible’s contribution must be considered, for it is at the heart of the Christian faith, serving as the foundation for Christian thought and practice. Furthermore, it is our contention that the Bible has a valuable contribution to make, for the Bible presents us with a worldview that recognizes both the intrinsic worth of the natural world and the special position of human beings within the natural world. According to the Israelite worldview, both humans and the rest of the natural world share the same status as parts of the creation of God. Both humans and nature are dependent upon God for existence, and both as the result of God’s creative activity are intrinsically valuable.4 Nevertheless, humans are exceptional in creation. The Bible uses the metaphors of the “image of God” and the “knowledge of good and evil” to articulate the unique ability of humans to transcend their creaturely status and to act like the creator. Humans can transform the natural world for their own purposes; they can create culture. Yet despite their exceptional character, humans can never escape their natural limits. Humans are ultimately bound to nature; they are affected by the corruption of nature, and die like all natural beings.


  Appropriating this aspect of the biblical worldview into discussion of the environmental crisis is straightforward. This worldview emphasizes the oneness that we share with the rest of the natural world, and thus compels us to care and preserve our natural environment. Similarly, the recognition that we are exceptional frees us from the bondage of nature. We need not passively accept all that nature hands us – disease, pestilence, drought, flood, and other aspects of nature that threaten human life. We have the power to shape the natural world so that it is more suitable to human habitation. The difficulty, of course, is balancing our development of culture with care and preservation of nature. We must turn to the sciences and other disciplines to establish the limits of each, but the biblical worldview emphasizes that both are essential aspects of any environmental agenda.


  Other aspects of the biblical worldview are more difficult to appropriate into the context of the current crisis. An important consequence of this worldview’s integral link between humans and the natural world is that human actions have ramifications in nature. This in itself is not problematic, but the Bible gives this connection a moral tone. When the Israelites follow the commands of God’s covenant, such as, for example, by worshipping Yahweh alone or by observing the Sabbath, the earth will flourish with life. When they reject God’s commands by following their own desires, the land will become sterile. The people’s sins cause the disintegration of creation, or the ritual pollution of the land. Can such a morally based dimension of the biblical worldview be relevant to modern environmentalist issues? The problem with this worldview is summed up by a scholar who is otherwise in favor of the Bible’s contribution to environmentalism:


  A society which explains destruction of pasturage as the result of God’s anger over idolatry or insincerity in Temple sacrifices rather than as the direct outcome of climatic fluctuation or overgrazing may have little to offer modern resource management. Few environmentalists today believe that environmental deterioration results from oppression of widows and orphans. Moreover, the Bible’s environmental imagery, blessings, and curses refer specifically to one small piece of Middle Eastern territory with its own unique ecological geography. Biblical environmental messages may be very difficult to translate to other places where the climate and agricultural economy are quite different (Kay, 1988: 327).


  In order to translate these aspects of biblical worldview into an environmentally relevant theology, we must guard against two similar yet opposite dangers: literalism and anachronism. Literalism would deny the metaphorical and mythic character of the biblical texts. It would strip the words of their symbolic referents, reducing them to expressions of mundane reality. Such a literal understanding of the biblical texts would prove to be irrelevant to modern environmental issues because it would presuppose a world that is at odds with the world of contemporary experience. Human sin as a rejection of the commands of God does not pollute the land. It does not bring drought on the land, nor cause the earth to withhold its produce. Similarly, human acts of faithfulness to God do not necessarily correspond to a productive and healthy environment.


  Anachronism would deny that our world, our ideas, and our problems are different from those of the ancient Israelites. It would read the biblical texts from the perspective of our own concerns. This approach clearly makes the biblical texts more attractive for use in contemporary issues, but it lacks consideration for the biblical writers (it denies that they could think differently from us) and disregards a sense of history (it denies that things change over time and will continue to do so). Our understanding of the pollution of the land is not what the biblical writers meant by stating that human sin pollutes the land. Similarly, the environmentalists’ warnings of coming ecological catastrophes are not equivalent to the prophets’ threats of a cosmic collapse. The biblical writers did not envision our current environmental crisis, nor should we expect them to have addressed it.


  The biblical references describing the integral link between humans and the natural world are relevant to modern environmental issues when they are interpreted at the metaphorical and mythic level. The biblical worldview can offer us a symbolic perception of the world. At this level the Bible emphasizes the mutual interdependence that human beings have with the rest of nature. We are dependent upon the natural environment for survival, and although culture enables us to overcome many of the limits of the natural world, it does not free us entirely from the constraints of nature nor from our own natural limits. As a result, our fate is integrally linked to the fate of the natural world. By destroying the environment, we are ultimately destroying ourselves. Similarly, nature is dependent upon humankind. The biblical worldview cannot envision a creation without humans (Frymer-Kensky, 1987a: 236). Although some environmentalists maintain that the earth does not need humans, the biblical worldview implies that humans are as valuable to the environment as any of the numerous species that face extinction. We are part of nature, and our extinction also would be a loss to the splendor of the natural world.


  The Bible places this mutual interdependence of humans and nature within a moral framework: Humans adversely affect the natural world when they sin against the commands of God. But these commands are not arbitrary. At the symbolic level, they are an expression of God’s righteousness and justice manifested in the order of creation. Perhaps the modern environmental discussion could benefit from this aspect of the biblical texts. Is destruction of the environment a moral concern? Are those who actively participate in destroying the creation sinning against God the creator? If so, what abuse of the environment constitutes sin? The current environmental crisis is typically presented in either an anthropocentric (the concern for the future of human life) or biocentric (the concern for all types of life) perspective. Such a discussion could place the current crisis in a theocentric (the concern for God) perspective, and symbolically ascribe moral significance to our actions in relation to the environment.


  Eschatological Values


  An axiom of the environmental movement has been that a society’s treatment of the environment is determined by its values toward the natural world. The historical evidence, however, does not support this presumption. Rarely does a society have a homogeneous view of the natural world, and its values toward nature are rarely applicable to all ecological niches. The ancient Israelites, for example, embrace all three value orientations, but each in relation to a particular group and under different circumstances. Moreover, societies tend to be inconsistent, even contradictory, in their treatment of the environment in relation to their attitudes toward the environment. Societies with benevolent attitudes toward the environment have damaged the environment on the same scale as societies with apparently callous attitudes.5 The causes of the environmental crisis are too complex to be traced to values toward the natural world (Tuan; Dubos: 153–61; Kay, 1985). This conclusion is confirmed by the model of human-environment relations (figure 1). Human values toward nature (part of the worldview component) cannot be separated from the social system and the use of technology. A new, benevolent attitude toward nature is insufficient by itself to solve the environmental crisis. It must be accompanied by changes in the social system and our use of technology.


  The biblical worldview and values toward nature might serve as a catalyst for transforming our social systems and use of technology. Their emphasis on the harmony between humans and nature within a moral framework can provide us with a sacred perception of the world. We should live within the constraints and limits of the natural environment because they demarcate the order of creation established by God. Unfortunately, this solution to the environmental crisis is neither realistic nor will it be ultimately successful. In an increasingly pluralistic society, a consensus on worldviews and values toward nature is not likely to occur. Moreover, the current environmental crisis exhibits an overall loss of human control in human-environment relations. Our social systems have become semiautonomous; they generate their own needs and values; they place demands on us in addition to the environment. Consequently, our worldview and values toward nature do not readily correspond to our treatment of the environment. The lack of social and moral consensus further contributes to our loss of control (Bennett: 68).


  The biblical texts place humankind’s symbolic corruption of nature in an eschatological context. According to the Bible, all of creation stands in need of God’s redemption. This includes not only humankind, but also the natural world. Human sin permeates the creation, and humans are inclined towards evil, continually refusing to follow the ways of God. The Bible, therefore, offers a theological explanation for the incongruity between a society’s attitude toward nature and their treatment of the environment. The ultimate problem is human nature. The ultimate solution is the redemption of God. The biblical worldview and values toward nature offer an eschatological perspective that symbolically places the environmental crisis in a larger, ultimate context (compare Schwarz; Muratore).


  The Bible stands in judgment over all human efforts to recreate the natural world. Such efforts are valuable, and indeed we are called to them, but such efforts will not be ultimately successful any more than our efforts to free the world from war, poverty, and suffering. These ideals are worth striving for, but the history of humankind demonstrates that they are not human realities. The biblical texts, however, offer hope beyond our human failures. Because it is based on the premise that God is the creator, the Bible includes the hope that God will redeem us and the rest of the world in a new creation. Humans will be transformed so that we are inclined to follow God’s commands, and the natural world which has been polluted through human sin will be recreated. The eschatological dimension of the biblical worldview thus calls us to care for the natural environment in anticipation of God’s coming redemption of creation rather than in restoration of what has been lost. The biblical worldview generates eschatological values. Our actions on behalf of the environment foreshadow and participate in God’s own future redemptive acts on behalf of a new creation.


  Notes


  1. There have, of course, been prior global environmental crises. The catastrophe that resulted in the extinction of the dinosaurs and the more recent ice ages are the most well known. The distinction of the current crisis is that it is the first global environmental crisis caused by humans.


  2. For a presentation of the various aspects of the environmental crisis, see McDonagh (17-59), McKibben (3-91), Freudenberger (35-83), Nash (23-63), and Gore.


  3. Admittedly, this is a recent development in Christian theology (Santmire: 3-7).


  4. Value, of course, is not of one kind. Something can have economic value, scientific value, recreational value, or sacramental value, to name just a few kinds of value. On the various values of the natural world, see Rolston and LaBar.


  5. Environmentalists and theologians alike have criticized the dominant mastery-over-nature orientation of Westerners as destructive to the ecosystem. Indeed, this orientation can foster exploitation, but it should be noted that other value orientations are equally problematic when misappropriated. Consider the conclusion of an Asian theologian:


  
    Many of our Asian cultures stress the theme of harmony in nature and the need for man to live in harmony with nature. If, however, along with this emphasis, we do not recover for Asia the biblical emphasis of the special position given to man in creation and the responsibility given to him to maintain order and peace, the idea of harmony in nature would at best be a romantic notion and at worst be the basis for a fatalism which allows nature and its laws, as, for example, astrology and the terror manifestations in nature, to control man (Niles: 79-80).
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