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What is the Bible?

How did this book, chronicling the fortunes and misfortunes of an obscure desert tribe become the world’s no. 1 bestseller?

The Context:  The Axial Period

The context:    A world that was changing rapidly

The period after 3000 BCE saw the phenomenal growth of regional empires

· Egypt is unified by the conquests of Narmer  

· Mesopotamia is united by the conquests of Sargon of Akkad and his successors
· Minoan civilization is taking shape on the island of Crete, soon to influence developments on Mainland Greece  

The next 3,000 years is a story of 

Increasing urbanization

Increasing industrialization

Increasing trade 

Increasing warfare and conquest

And everywhere ideas are on the move

About commerce

About writing

About government

About religion

And then Between 800 and 200 BCE, something phenomenal happens

The emergence of world-views around which our modern world still rotates

This time is called the Axial Period – axes around which something turns

Philosophical axes    Religious axes

This didn’t happen in just one place

------------------------

It happened almost at the same time in widely separated areas

· Ethical Monotheism developed from the teachings of Zoroaster and then the Hebrews

· Hindu traditions and beliefs developed in the Aryan society of India

· Buddhism emerged, also in India, through the teachings of Siddhartha Gautama

· Confucius and Lao-Tzu develop the two strands of public and private philosophy in China

· And in Greece, the development of philosophy through Socrates, Plato and Aristotle portends the emergence of logic and science 

-------------------------------
A philosopher by the name of Karl Jaspers coined the term Axial Period

Our world, in the west, is shaped by the twin heritage of that ethical monotheism and the birth of philosophy (containing the seeds of materialism and science)

The Far East, China, Japan and Korea, still live in the world which came to be dominated by the interconnected intellectual and spiritual heritage of Hinduism, Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism

---------------------
Think back to the title of this course

From Myth to Argument     --   from a mythic worldview to one that values philosophic investigation – logic etc.  
This Axial period is central to our question about why the Bible is the world’s number one selling book

How did it happen?

----------------------------------------
Christianity offered something the old religions didn’t

A personal relationship with god

Salvation and eternal life

Community

Christianity is a Syncretism of Judaism and the Eastern mystery religions

But Judaism, we’re going to see, is already a syncretism

Many strands

From Canaan,  from Persia, from Babylon, 

---------------------

But let’s begin with the book itself…

The Book Itself

Word is Greek:  means the books

Bible from Byblos      ancient city on the Mediterranean coast

The Bible commonly referred to as a book, but really a collection

Written by a variety of people for a variety of purposes

Collected over a long period of time

5th or 6th C.  BCE before any collection of materials in modern order

(note that that is in the Axial Period)

ongoing discussion about what goes and what stays

not made canonical until 1st C. AD

----------------

The Biblical Canon

the approved list of what belongs or doesn’t belong in the Bible

“Because the Church grew from Greek-speaking synagogues, early Christians, who also spoke Greek, used the Greek translation called the Septuagint, which was at that time the official translation of the Bible used by Greek-speaking Jews in the synagogue. The Septuagint became the Old Testament of the Christian church, but its contents varied in differing regions, and it includes several books that were not recognized by Jews in Palestine. These extra books that appear in the Septuagint but not in the Hebrew canon are collectively called the Apocrypha.”

In time, the collection came to be regarded as divinely inspired

 

sacred scripture

The Old Testament covers an enormous span of time…
· From the creation of the universe to 165 BCE

· From a beginning shrouded in myth– increasing in  reliability as time goes on… to recognizable human history 

· But a biased story, nevertheless…  a family history, told for a reason…
-------------------------------
Like all cultures, the Israelites had ancient stories of a Heroic Age    

Called Age of the Patriarchs  

Semi-divine beings  

Personal interaction with the gods

Impossibly long lives    

--------------------------
The first five books of the Bible are called the Torah by Jews and the Pentateuch by scholars. 

· ‘Torah’ is Hebrew for ‘teaching’ or ‘law,’ 

· ‘Pentateuch’ is Greek for ‘five books.’

----------------------

The Hebrew Bible called Tanakh  

(an acronym of the names of its parts)

Torah   

(the five books of Moses)



Nevi'im 
(the Prophets), 








Kethuvim 
(the Writings)

called the Old Testament by the Christians

-----------------------
Divisions of the Hebrew Bible (Tanakh)

· Torah -- Pentateuch -- Five Books of Moses


Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy

· The Prophets



The Former Prophets:  Joshua, Judges, I and II Samuel, I and II Kings

The Major Prophets:   Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekial

The Minor Prophets:   Hosea, Amos, Micah and others

· The Writings -- the Hagiographa      

Devotional literature:

Book of Psalms

Wisdom literature:  

Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes

Love poetry:        


Song of Songs

Dramatic stories:     

Book of Daniel

Memoirs: 

      

Ezra,   Nehemiah

Historical survey:       

Book of Chronicles

The Tanakh and Old Testament

The Old Testament was translated from 3rd C BCE Greek versions (The Septuagint) and included more books than the official Hebrew Tanakh.

These additional books are known as Apocrypha.

· Catholics generally accept them as canonical.

· Most Protestant sects do not.

******
During the first four centuries A.D.   

the Christian Church compiled an additional 27 books 

these named the New Testament, to distinguish them from the Old Testament, the Christian name for the Hebrew Bible

------------------------------
Versions of the Bible: The Documentary Theory

The Documentary Theory

This is a theory about the authorship of the Old Testament, intended to explain the many errors, contradictions and inconsistencies which otherwise have had to be explained by lists of “ex-post facto rationalizations, many of which are self-contradictory, and none of which have any historical or archaoelogical evidence.”  Developed in Germany in the 19th C., the documentary theory has nearly universal agreement in principle among Bible scholars.  Disagreements arise only about the order, the dates or the details.  

J     is characterized primarily by the use of ‘Yahweh’ as God’s name.   Talks of God’s providence to Israel.   God is anthropomorphized.   Makes very personal appearances – walks and talks with men.  Supposed by some to date from the time of Solomon and written in the southern kingdom of Judah  (about 900 BCE)

 E   is characterized primarily by the use of ‘Elohim’ to designate God.  Less concerned with the individual.   Written in the northern kingdom (about 750 BCE) 

 D   is connected to a religious reform movement during the reign of King Josiah (620 BCE).  Its primary concern is Mosaic laws, outlawing religious sacrifice outside of the Temple in Jerusalem, ordering destruction of shrines and cultic pillars that lured the faithful to Baal and Asherah.   Insistent Monotheism.  Generally accepted author of Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, I and II Samuel and I and II Kings (varying dates – 700 – 600 BCE)

P   The priestly code  --  written by the priests before, during and after the Babylonian exile to preserve the ancient knowledge and ‘family’traditions of the formal covenant with God that would otherwise have been lost during the captivity.  Meant to hold the faithful together and preserve the ancient laws and rituals (and power structure).   But also chance to rewrite some of the best stories – creation and Noah….  Chance to present a more developed perception of God – More God-like, less human.   Genesis 1:1  (about 550 BCE)

R    the Redactor – late editor responsible for tying things together, papering over the seams, smoothing out the infidelities

“[Wellhausen] argued that each of these sources has its own vocabulary, its own approach and concerns, and that the passages originally  belonging to each account can be distinguished by differences in style (especially the name used for God, the grammar and word useage, the political assumptions implicit in the text, and the interests of the author).

For further information see:

http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/JEDP_theory
http://groups.msn.com/judaismfaqs/whatisthedocumentarytheory.msnw
This untangling begun in Germany in the 19th century

What else was going on in the nineteenth century?   
All the explorations and discoveries in the ANE

-------------------------------------------
---------------------------------------------
Two earliest Biblical authors:   


(work found in Genesis and Exodus)

J     called God Yahweh
E     called God Elohim
Others followed:

D     Deuteronomist

P     Priestly accounts

R     Redactor -- late author who made the parts fit together

---------------------------
Things to notice:

J does not assume that man is made of the same divine stuff as God

made of dust,  divine breath only

J appears interested in historical rather than cosmic time

Begins story with creation of plant and animal life – ordinary life

More homely interpretation

P's version more austere and stately

P's version, however, suggests only that God made man in his image

   no actual procedure

----------------------------------------

Harold Bloom has written The Book of J 

based partly on a new translation, Bloom maintains that J was a woman living at the time of Solomon (in his court) and even hints (but does not say) that it was the Queen of Sheba  *****

He suggests that later authors, primarily R, deleted part of J's version of creation because of its similarity to other Near Eastern myths    (which the cult of Yahweh was meant to supercede)

The story of Marduk and Tiamat  perhaps

or the Babylonian   Enuma Elish
---------------------------------------
Bloom pieced together a Story of Creation from various books of the Bible  --   primarily Job, Psalms, and Isaiah

Yahweh with one word created the Sun, the Moon, and the Stars.  He stretched out the skies like a tent cloth to shroud the Deep, and placed his secret court above the skies, founding it upon the Higher Waters.  In creating, Yahweh rode above the Deep, which rose against him.  Tehom, queen of the Deep, sought to drown out Yahweh's Creation, but he rode against her in his chariot of fire, and bombarded her with hail and with lightning.  Yahweh destroyed her vassal Leviathan with one great blow to the monster's skull, while he ended Rahaba by thrusting a sword into her heart.  The waters fled backward, awed by the voice of Yahweh, and Tehom fearfully surrendered.  Yahweh shouted his triumph, and dried up the floods.  He set the Moon to divide the seasons, the Sun to divide day and night.  Observing Yahweh's victory, the Morning Stars sang together, and all the sons of God shouted for joy.  Thus the work of Creation was completed.

See Psalms 74:13   Thou didst divide the sea by thy strength: Thou brakest the heads of the dragons in the waters.  Thou brakest the heads of Leviathan in pieces. 
See Isaiah 27:1       Leviathan, that crooked serpent. . . slay the dragon that is in the sea. . . 

********
Christians of course anthropomorphized God as well, in the person of Jesus Christ    --    but rationalized his description in human terms by making him the son of God by a mortal woman

-----------------------------------------------------------------

Is the Bible history?
Bible not always valued by the modern historian


up until the 17 C.  Bible believed almost unquestioningly

18th C.   advent of rationalism --  The Enlightenment --  The Age of Reason


Bible rejected as evidence of ancient history


Relegated to status of mere stories and myths

19th C.    


already spoke of 19th C. 

archaeological discoveries which stirred interest in the Bible as history       

discovery of ancient cities  

discovery of flood levels    

archaeological corroboration of Biblical places and events

Today, historians have come to accept some parts of the Bible as historically accurate --   

Samuel and Kings particularly 
not all, however

-----------------------------
· Perhaps we should think of the Bible as partly history – family history – births, marriages, deaths, travels, adventures, victories and defeats   (but also family gossip)
· Bible also relates accurate accounts of foreign cultures – but always from the minority point of view – and with emphasis on Israelite actions and motives

Herodotus does so in a more disinterested, perhaps truly historical fashion

Won’t settle this question here, but interesting to think about

----------------------------------------------------------------
Biblical Archaeology

Kathleen Kenyon is one of the major names in Palestinian archaeology

The way in which she uncovered the secrets of Jericho is at least as important (in terms of her contribution to the study of the Near East) as what she found

in other words:    her methodology has been just as influential as her findings

--------------------------------------------

Her excavations received world-wide attention


2 reasons:

site well known from the dramatic Bible story

she unravelled thousands of years of human settlement

-------------------------------------------------------------
Archaeology has uncovered

no evidence of a united kingdom of the size and grandeur of that of David and Solomon – 
no evidence of monotheism before the banishments and exile of the 8th and 6th centuries

no evidence of a connected and continuous history of the 12 tribes
-------------------

There is no evidence (except in their own story) of a sojourn in Egypt

No Hebrew slaves

No Seven Plagues

No mass migration out of Egypt

No army lost in the Red Sea

------------------

No mention anywhere, except in their own book, of their entry into Canaan

No record of the battles described so vividly in the Bible

No record of the destruction of Jericho at that time

Until 1994, no mention anywhere, except in their own story, of a king named David

No evidence of any large kingdom

No evidence that Jerusalem was anything more than a dusty, smallish city at the time

No evidence of a lengthy or continuous habitation in what is today Israel

-------------------------------------------

Their Book

Spiritual bedrock for 3 billion of the world’s people  (1998 figures)

Only 6.3 billion people in the world

Almost half are “People of the Book”   as Islam says

The Bible didn’t arise out of nothing

its wings are in the three world religions it inspired

But its roots are in the Ancient Near East
*************

The Bible, according to many modern scholars, is a late book, purporting to be an early book – filled with stories collected from around the ANE and put together for very specific political purposes

***********
The Old Testament is still unique in many ways, but it is no longer alone -- it has parallels, ancestors, offspring, near and far relatives 

Our view of the Old Testament, whether we read it for history, literature or religion, has been profoundly changed by the information uncovered and interpreted in the last hundred and some years

