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The Contextual Revolution

In the course of the last six hundred years there has been an ongoing revolution in the way we understand human history, earth history, and even cosmic history. These sweeping changes amount to a contextual revolution for understanding biblical history in the 21st century. 

A change in context causes a change in content. If you look at the two images below, you will be able to tell that the winter scene framed in white on the left has been placed into the winter scene on the right. But some of the edges are barely distinguishable. By contrast, all of the borders and therefore the whole image on the left stands out sharply against the all white background context. In this case change in context results in a change in the way the content looks to us. 
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In more complex cases such as societies, changing the context can lead to dramatic changes in our understanding of the content, the society itself. The biblical world, biblical history, the Bible itself all turn out to be very different when placed in the context of the 21st century understanding of human history. The purpose of this paper is to present a sketch of the new picture of bible history that is emerging and to use this sketch to suggest some basic guidelines for how to think about the Bible 
Before the revolution: the medieval cosmos

Below is what the biblical world looked like in the Middle Ages. The image is one of many famous world maps (Latin: Mappa Mundi). This one is the “Hereford World Map,” still on display in the library below Hereford Cathedral in western England. It is over five feet by four feet in size. Scholars believe it was created around 1300 AD.
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 It shows a three-continent world with Jerusalem at the center. Asia at the top, Europe on the left, and Africa on the right.
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The Hereford map shows more than geography. It also shows all of history from Creation to the Final Judgment and geography. It is a map of the biblical cosmos before the modern contextual revolution.  As late as 1848 Bishop Ussher’s famous calculation that the universe was created on December 23, 4004 BC was still regarded as credible in respectable circles. “On Tuesday 11 April 1848 the Theological Tripos Exam in Cambridge University contained the question ‘Give the date of the Deluge’. The correct answer … was ‘2348 BC, or 1656 after the Creation of the world.’”

From the medieval world to the universe of the Big Bang
Today human history, according to a recent text, is estimated to begin around 2.5 million years ago.
 Scientists tell us the earth is 4.5 billion years old,
 and the cosmos itself is around 14 billion years old.
These cascading changes in our picture of human history, the geological story of the earth, and the cosmic story of the universe itself have been accompanied by dizzying transformations taking place in our sense of ourselves.

The ancient world: A revolution in material evidence and interest

Zooming back in from cosmic history to our picture of the ancient near eastern world, the world-context of biblical history, has also been revolutionized. In the last two centuries there has been a revolution in evidence. On December 3, 1872, the European world was electrified by a paper read before the London Society of Biblical Archaeology. The paper was of sufficient public interest at the time to have attracted Prime Minister Gladstone to hear it in person. On that day, as one historian of the Ancient Near East put it, “the Bible forever lost its immemorial prerogative of being ‘the oldest book known,’ ‘a book unlike others,’ ‘the book dictated, written, by God Himself.’”
 
What happened that day was that an obscure engraver and printer’s assistant, a self-taught Assyriologist named George Smith, announced that he had discovered a non-biblical Flood Story from the ancient world. The detailed parallels between it and the biblical Flood Story included the order to build an ark, to take on board the species, coming aground on a mountain after the flood, the sending out of birds to find dry land, a sacrifice afterward, and the reward to the hero. 

The text Smith read that day had been written on clay tablets that had been buried under the sands of the Near East for two thousand years. In the century and a half since Smith’s announcement the remains of civilizations going back six thousand years, Sumerian, Babylonian, Assyrian, Hittite and many others have been uncovered. The artifacts dug up included over half a million clay tablets containing written records from these ancient societies. 

Smith’s 1872 announcement was just one dramatic moment in a massive revolution in material evidence for thinking about the biblical world. The remains of ancient Egypt had not been buried but it was not until the early 19th century that its writings were finally deciphered with the discovery of the Rosetta Stone in 1799. Other well-known examples include the Dead Sea Scrolls and the library of writings from a site in Egypt called Nag Hammadi, the famous “Gnostic” writings, including the scandalous Gospel of Judas in which Judas is the only disciple to recognize who Jesus really is.


In the last fifty years there has been a sea change in interest affecting how the history of the ancient world is being told, a sea change transforming our picture of those worlds into something unfamiliar but newly rich in human interest. It is a change driven by a cascading convergence of scholarly disciplines and a change in who is asking the questions and therefore what kinds of questions are being asked. There have been radical infusions of fresh perspective by scholars who happen to be women, political theorists who have experienced Western Christian colonialism, and sociologists interested in the nameless subgroups left out of the accounts of the rulers and winners. 

In addition, it has only been in the last fifty years or so that some of the tools necessary to tap the full force of these finds have been completed. For example, in 2013, the Oriental Institute at the University of Chicago announced that, after ninety years, it had completed its twenty-one volume Assyrian Dictionary. 

The significance of all these transformations for biblical history simply cannot be confined to the narrow question of the historicity of this or that event. On the contrary, I want to suggest that these contextual revolutions are turning biblical history upside down and inside out. Upside down because it brings the whole Bible back down to earth as a record of human not heavenly agents, the work of human writers, not the gods they wrote about. That means that this sketch of biblical history will start in the middle, with the writers, not “In the beginning,” when there was only the single Divine Agent. 
Start in the middle. Second Temple Judaism

The first guideline
 then, for thinking about the Bible, for placing the writings back into human history, is to turn the story inside out. We will start in the middle, with the buried “inside” period of Second Temple Judaism. This period began with the destruction of the “first” temple in 586 BC and ended with the destruction of its “second” temple in 70 AD. It stands between the first chapter, the history of Israel that came before and the third chapter, the beginnings of Christianity that followed. 
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The story of Second Temple Judaism is the most obscure and the least well-known to most readers of the Bible. The contextual revolution of the last two hundred years shows that it is the most important for bringing biblical history back down into human history. It is the lynchpin that ties the three parts of the thousand-year saga together. 

Its importance is due to its inventiveness. Parties belonging to this early Jewish society are the source of three epic social inventions: 

· The mythic story of Israel familiar for over two thousand years from the writings of the Jewish Scriptures that became the Christian Old Testament. 

· The temple cult society of Early Judaism which was the womb of Rabbinic Judaism.

· A second form of Judaism we know as Christianity, which was, in the first century, a “Jesus dialect” of the Jewish tradition, a Judaism that, like many others, laid exclusive claim to be the true Israel.

The historical Israel, a polytheistic society

We begin the story of Israel at the end of its history, not at the beginning. Why? Because that is when the writings of the Hebrew Bible were compiled in the form we know them. While the mass of evidence accumulating over the past two centuries has transformed our picture of Israel’s history, the biblical writings are still an important source. But the single most important fact about them as evidence is that they tell the story looking back on an Israel that had been destroyed.
One consequence is that the Hebrew Bible must be pictured as a source for three different versions of Israel: the actual polytheistic Israel, and the Jewish and Christian monotheistic, that is, mythical versions.


The extra-biblical evidence comes from archaeology, material artifacts including images of deities, cult sanctuaries and objects, and inscriptions. Biblical evidence for the polytheism of Israel includes stories, scenes, legends, songs. The evidence is in the form of words, phrases, descriptions of the polytheistic practices of the people, including the practices of kings, priests, prophets, as well as the people, descriptions of practices that continued right down to the end of Israel’s history. 

The polytheistic raw materials are embedded in the polished monotheistic narrative and has been in the background. What is happening is that this material is slowly moving into the foreground out of the shadows so to speak, altering what we see the way the famous Gestalt image of a woman changes. 
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One of the best-known examples is the creation story the Bible begins with. It actually contains two originally separate and different creation stories. In the first one the creator is referred to as Elohim, in Genesis 1:1-2:3. In the second story the name used is Yahweh. 

The first name, Elohim, is the plural form for “gods.” The singular, El, is well-documented as the name of a particular deity, the head of the pantheon. In the Canaanite pantheon as in the Bible he is the creator deity. El is regarded by some scholars as the original god of Israel. The name Isra-el contains the name of the god “El.” The bronze image of El below is from a site in Palestine, Megiddo. 
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The name Yahweh, used in the second creation story, was from the beginning, one of the gods of the Israelite pantheon. One set of stories scholars have been able to identify in the Hebrew Scriptures capture his original, distinctive character in contrast to the other deities he eventually absorbed.


In the final composition of Genesis the two originally separate traditions were combined into a single account. In the second account of creation both names are used, “Yahweh Elohim,” usually translated as “the Lord God.” 

Baal, the son of El, was also worshipped in Israel and Judah. Saul, the first king of Israel, named one of his sons, Esh-Baal,  for Baal. His other son, Jonathan, named his son, Merib-Baal. Baal was eventually excluded. But the late book of Daniel 7 may use mythology of El sitting in judgment in his court. Son of Man (verse 13) is the young Baal – applied to the Jewish nation. 
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The use of the names reflects changes in the socio-political fortunes of different deities. “Neither Adam nor Noah nor any of the patriarchs …nor Moses nor Aaron nor … any of the judges, nor Samuel nor Saul nor David nor Solomon nor any king of Israel or Judah prior to Jehoshaphat [in the 9th century) had a name compounded with Yahweh. Yahwist names are not entirely absent from the early stories … but names originally compounded with those of other deities – El, Bal, Gad, Anath, Am Yam, Zedek, Shalem, Asher and Tsur – are also common in the preserved records of the early period. … Saul, the first king, named one of his sons for Yahweh, another for Baal, and … the son he named for Yahweh – Jonathan, the friend of David – named his son for Baal”


Perhaps the most dramatic example of Israelite polytheism is the female deity, Asherah. The worship of Asherah is widely associated with three cult objects, a tree, serpent, and garden. These items are found together in iconography and texts again and again in Ancient Near East sources, including plaques and pendants, pottery, pillar figurines, inscriptions. 


The evidence shows that she belonged to the family of deities, the pantheon of Israel throughout her history. Her name appears about 40 times in the Hebrew Bible, either as a reference to her or her cult object, a tree (George, slide 10). 


The evidence also shows that she was the consort, or wife, of Yahweh. In biblical writings Asherah were paired with Yahweh in several cult sanctuaries, including Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem down to the end (George, slide 14). 


Direct extra-biblical evidence of this relationship has been dug up in the last decades. In the 1970s one site turned up three inscriptions in an early form of Hebrew from the 8th century BC. One reads: “I blessed you by Yahweh of Samaria and by his asherah [or Asherah].” A second inscription from the same site refers to “Yahweh of Teman and his asherah [or Asherah].” A third: “To Yahweh of Teman and to his asherah [or Asherah].”

The First Invention: The Mythical Israel

Against this background picture of historical Israel as a polytheistic society we are in a position to describe the first of the three inventions of Early Judaism, the invention of a monotheistic Israel. 

The party that created the monotheistic version of Israel’s history. was a party of elite exiles who, as a result of international imperial politics, were authorized to return to their homeland sometime after 538 BC in order to make it profitable for the new Persian overlord.
 One scholar has called them the “Yahweh Only” party.
 


They saw themselves, and therefore Israel, as a monotheistic people par excellence. As a result, they compiled the traditions of Israel, their past, into a narrative of the One Creator God, choosing One People as his own, giving to them his Law, revealed from heaven, the design of his true Temple and directing them to rebuild his city, the city of God, Jerusalem.
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The picture of Israel as a monotheistic society from the beginning is a myth. Here I am using the word “myth” in the sense of a fiction.
 That does not mean that it was all fiction. The collection of writings compiled and edited by the Yahweh only party did not simply leave out all the polytheistic sources. But in their account they were cast, “spun,” as deviations, occasional lapses, apostasies, acts of wicked kings or prophets causing the people to fall away from their original purity. 


One example of this editorial mythmaking is the way the worship of the goddess Asherah was handled. On the one hand, as we have seen, the texts make frequent reference to her cult, but in every case it is interpreted (we would say “spun”) as the acts of wicked kings or prophets causing the people to fall away from their original pure worship of Yahweh.  It is part of the frame story of the original covenant with God. As long as they are faithful to him they will prosper. Every time they broke the covenant by going after other gods they were punished until they repented. 


The second creation story in Genesis is a very specific example of this process. Some of you may have already been reminded of the story of the serpent tempting Eve with fruit from a tree in Genesis 2. In the Eden story the four elements of Asherah cult are found: the tree, the serpent, the garden, and the female figure of Eve. 

One scholar has made a very strong case for interpreting this story as Yahweh’s divorce from his female consort, Asherah. Below are two images showing that this is an interpretation that goes back a long way.
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George, Slide 7
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George, Slide 1

To summarize, I have made three suggestions First, to start in the middle of the history, with Second Temple authors, compilers, and editors who created the Old Testament collection of writings and work backwards. Second, to recognize that Judaism emerged out of a polytheistic Israelite society. Third, to recognize that the picture of Israel as a monotheistic society in the Old Testament is a myth, that is, a fiction. 

A fourth suggestion is to recognize that the Old Testament is a source of evidence for both versions. That sounds paradoxical. How could the same writings be read both ways. How could they have been read for centuries as a clear story of monotheism and today be read as clear evidence of polytheism?

A metaphor that might help is to picture the monotheistic myth as the wrapping of a package containing all the pieces and parts of a do-it-yourself kit. The polytheistic evidence can be found among the parts that fall out onto the floor when you finally get the plastic wrapping off. 

The Second Invention: Judaism

 We are now ready to turn around and go back to ask about the middle period itself when the authors and writers lived. I have said that they belonged to a party of elite exiles who came back to Judea after 538BC. They were returning to what was now a tiny province of the vast Persian empire. During the next six centuries, until the destruction of Jerusalem and its second temple in 70 AD the Jews were never completely out from under the control of large imperial powers. Greek empires after Alexander the Great conquered the Persians, and then the Roman empire followed. 

The population of Jews in Judea, the region around Jerusalem, was never very large throughout these centuries. But by the first century the population of Jews living outside the homeland, called “diaspora’ Jews, had grown. Jews were one of the largest minorities in the Roman empire.

My interest in Jewish society during these six centuries now is in their contributions to the invention of the religion we call Judaism, that is, the Rabbinic Judaism of today. Their first and most important was precisely the myth of a monotheistic Israel. In creating that version of their history, they were creating the founding myth of Judaism.


In recasting their traditions, they were articulating their own self-understanding in the form of the monomyth, the one people of the one God. I am using the word myth now in a second sense to refer to a story that a people tell about themselves, who they are as a society, a polity, a collective, a public. This use of the word myth has been spelled out by a political scholar writing about American mythic versions of its past:

stories that collectivities tell about themselves or have told to them. Their main purpose is to fix certain meanings about matters that are alleged to be fundamental because they pertain to the identity and flourishing of the whole society. Societies try to express what they are about as political collectivities by appealing to or constructing their pasts and connecting that past with present arrangements of power. 

The temple was one expression of the monomyth. Rebuilding the temple of Solomon, which had been destroyed, was a top priority of the temple cult party that returned from exile. The first results were rather pitiful, but by the first-century AD it had been rebuilt into one of the most impressive structures of the Roman world. Part of one wall still stands in Jerusalem, known as the Wailing Wall.
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“King Herod Revealed,” Tom Mueller, National Geographic, December 2008, vol. 214, No. 6, 34-59. 

The primary expression of the monomyth was, of course, the One God. As Jack Miles, God, A Biography, puts it, the “God” of the Bible is a character who has had one of the longest and most successful runs on the world stage. In his book Miles traces the “development” of this character from rather schizophrenic origins to supreme sovereignty. The first line of the biography, describing the scene in the first verses of the Bible: “He is talking to himself.” 
Up to this point I have been using the word “monotheism” as if we all know that it means. But in fact the word as we use it today does not fit the ideas about deity held in Early Jewish society. They did not believe that one and only one deity existed. What they did believe was that there was only one god who deserved worship. They were monolatrous, but not monotheists. Monolatry spoke of the one god who deserved worship in patterns of flattery or a “chain of exaggeration” that could go from greatest, to none other like him, to none other.
 

I pointed out that during the Second Temple Period the world expanded geographically. It also expanded vertically, from a three-story cosmos to seven, then eight heavens, and more than eight in some traditions. As the outermost boundaries of the cosmos got more distant, God, the supreme god, had to get higher, more powerful – and more distant.

Meanwhile, what do you think was happening down below? There was a veritable heavenly population explosion filling in the space between the supreme figure at the top and human beings at the bottom. The Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible contains over 500 entries.
 
There was “no split or division between the cosmos and human affairs.”
 The frontier between the human and divine realms was open and “exceptionally fluid.”
 In other words, the nature of the beings populating this space was fluid, mixtures of divine and human, higher and lower divinities. Those beings we call angels were thought of as part of the divine world as were what we call demons. As we know from Greek myth travel, traffic, communication, including sexual intercourse between divine and human was not uncommon. 
All of this was as true of Judaism (and of Christianity) as it was of the rest of first-century society. To repeat, first-century Judaism was not monotheistic in the sense we use that word today. Its cosmos was full of divine beings. And this brings me to Christianity, what I have called the third invention of first-century Jewish society.

Christianity, the third invention of Early Judaism

How should we think about the origins of Christianity in light of the contextual revolution? The first rule is to discard outworn pictures of first-century Judaism. Before it was “Christianity” it was a “Jesus dialect” of Judaism. 

In the New Testament book of Acts there is a remarkable scene described as follows. “Now there were devout men staying in Jerusalem from every nation under heaven …Parthians, Medes and Elamites; people from Mesopotamia, Judaea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya around Cyrene, as well as visitors from Rome – Jews and proselytes alike – Cretans and Arabs” (Acts 2:8-11). 

The map below identifies where the Jews came from in this scene. 
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By the first-century Judaism was part of a world that had expanded as far west as Britain in the Atlantic Ocean and as far east as the borders of India. Jews were one of the largest minorities in the Roman Empire. But there were Jews living in the Parthian empire to the East, beyond the borders of Rome, in Babylon and in the Parthian territory farther east. 

Parthia was the old Persian empire. The Parthians controlled the old Persian empire for four centuries, from around 200 BC to 200 AD. Rome sent five armies against Parthia and was never able to defeat it. One army was totally destroyed.

In addition, the universe had expanded vertically, from a three-story cosmos to seven, eight, and more heavens. The three story universe of the Genesis creation story had become the universe known to us from Ptolemy, though this was not the only picture of the cosmos. 
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Our picture of this world is incomplete without taking into account the world of the gods, the geography, population, and traffic between the heavens and the earth. As the boundaries of the world expanded God became more and more distant. Below the highest deities a heavenly population explosion of deities of all kinds. The traffic between above and below increased. The cosmos of first-century Judaism was full of divine beings. The Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible contains over 500 entries

How to think about the world of the gods in the first century requires another rule. Recognize anachronisms, like “monotheism.” A cellphone in a movie about the Fifties would be an anachronism, something from the present that was not part of that past world. Words that cover over the past with layers of ideas from the present are anachronisms. 
Monotheism as we use the word today means that there is only one deity. Only one god even exists. But in the ancient world there were no societies that were monotheistic in this sense.
 Those societies we describe as monotheistic were in fact monolatrous. They took for granted that there were many deities but that only one was to be worshipped. The “Yahweh-only” movement was monolatrous not monotheistic.


The world of the gods of Israel and Judaism belonged to a pattern described by Morton Smith as “the common theology of the Ancient Near East.” Typical cult practices that he identifies with extensive examples included:

· Prayer and praise are usually directed to one god at a time – who is regularly “flattered” – that is to say, exalted

· A “chain of exaggeration” is often found that goes from greatest, to none other like him, to none other. 
· Even minor deities are regularly praised as 

· greater than all other gods

· often said to have created the world and the other gods

· the only true god; sometimes, even when worshiped in close connection with other deities, 

· the only god – usually a form of flattery; only in a few special cases does it come to be taken literally

Another rule. Recognize that there was not one Judaism but many judaisms during the Second Temple period. The heavenly hierarchy of gods was not the same for all parties belonging to the Jewish population in the first century. 

Donald Akenson, in Surpassing Wonder: The Invention of the Bible and the Talmuds, 2001, compares the last two centuries of Second Temple era to the Cambrian Explosion in organic evolution, a time when there was an explosion of different multi-cellular life forms. Like that evolutionary era, late Second Temple Judaism was “as animated and as inventive a period as ever existed on this planet”1It It was anything but the dead, legalistic society too often assumed by Christian theology. 
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Jesus and the Origins of Christianity: A Chaos Theory

If first-century Judaism was diverse, creative, and above all, monolatrous not monotheistic in our sense then the origins of Christianity must be rethought from the ground up, starting with the possibility that it did not have a founder. Is that possibility even conceivable? If there was no founder how can its origins be explained? 

One explanation is chaos theory. According to chaos theory a butterfly flapping its wings over the Atlantic off the west coast of Africa can make the difference between a hurricane Sandy and a mild tropical storm. The hurricane was caused by the cascading interaction of an almost infinite set of tiny factors, none of which could be identified as the cause or founding factor. 

For over two centuries modern, critical historians have been on a quest for the historical Jesus. Much of that effort, led by “liberal” critical scholars, has assumed that Christianity’s success as a world religion was to be found in what was unique about Jesus, something that had been covered over by church dogma.

The failure of the Quest is one of the reasons some scholars are calling in question its fundamental premise that there must have been a founder. The Jesus Seminar is a group of scholars who have been engaged in this project for over thirty years. John Dominic Crossan, one of its leading members, has declared the results to be an embarrassment. Far from converging on a consensus, the possible images of Jesus have been multiplying. As a result of new material evidence such as the Dead Sea Scrolls even discarded images, such as the image of Jesus as an apocalyptic prophet, have been revived. 

The idea that Christianity did not have a founder has been proposed and strongly argued in what I consider one of the best books on early Christianity I know, In Search of First-Century Christianity. According to the co-authors, “a Palestinian named Jesus or a missionary named Paul could not have founded first-century Christianity. “The various streams that flowed in the river called early Christianity were too numerous and deep for the movement to have had a founder” (p. 144). They argue, instead, that Christianity “evolved as a convergence of many forces: political disillusionment, cultural mutations, religious and theological motifs, psychosocial losses and new expectations” (front page summary). 

These forces converged on first-century Judaism. It was Judaism that created Christianity, including the mythic images of Jesus. One of those images was the towering mythic Jesus of the Fourth Gospel, the cosmic Light, Water, Vine or Tree, Son, Shepherd, Logos, the Way, the Truth, the Life. He is even likened to the Healing Serpent lifted up in the wilderness. One of the factors that has made the Christ myth so powerful is this concentration of the media path between heaven and earth, eliminating, in the myth all the other suffocating swarm of mediating powers.

In Search of First-Century Christianity is a model for how to think about the origins of Christianity, based on the rules I have suggested. They have 
· Discarded outworn ideas about the world of second-century Judaism

· Recognized that monotheism is an anachronism

· Recognized the wide range of first-century judaisms

I suggest one more rule. Mine the evidence we have. The early writings of Jesus Judaism are direct undisputed evidence of the communities. They are direct evidence of the mythmaking of the communities. In the diverse, conflicting, rich images of Jesus we find in the writings of the New Testament they expressed their self-understanding. Shifting the focus from the quest for the historical Jesus brings into focus the thoroughly human imaginative thinking of the early Jesus Jewish communities struggling with the hoary questions of the human condition
Finally, it is important to recognize that what has been described here is a sketch, a model, a heuristic. A heuristic is a tool, like a map or a telescope or microscope, to help us find or see things. Models, sketches, or maps work by simplifying. Models are a gift that can be used for good, and a weapon that can be used for evil. Monotheism is another model. The monomyth as we well know, has been a force for good and evil. In this it is like the forces of modern science and technology. One of the greatest gifts we have is the power to focus, to concentrate our minds, our attention, vision – through microscopes and telescopes - our resources. But that gift, as we also know, can turn on us.

A summary of the rules for thinking about biblical history in the 21st Century
1. There is no such thing as “the” Bible. There are only bibles. See the Bibliographical Essay for more information. 

2. It is too rich and powerful a resource to be regarded as the exclusive property of its confessional adherents.

3. The Bible must be placed in the context of a 21st century picture of human history, earth history, and cosmic history, together with the dizzying transformations taking place in our sense of the human condition, our sense of ourselves.

4. The starting point must be in the middle, with the work of the human agents, the writers of Second Temple Judaism.

5. Distinguish the nuggets of evidence for a polytheistic history of Israel from the monotheistic myth of the packaging 

6. Read the grand monomythic story as evidence for the self-understanding of Second Temple Jewish society, not for Israel’s history. 

7. Wrestle your way out from under the weight of anachronistic words, such as “monotheism,” that cover over the past with later, modern sedimented meanings.

8. Entertain the possibility that the ‘founder of Christianity was not Jesus, that Christianity in fact may not have had an individual founder but rather emerged out of a convergence of factors no one of which can be singled out as the cause, factors which converged on the figure of Jesus and turned him into the concentrated center of the force field. 

9. Consider the possibility that it was the communities of Judaism which created the pictures of Jesus, including the one that continued the monomyth in its Christian form with Christ as the towering single, cosmic, exclusive media path between heaven and earth. 

10. Read biblical mythmaking as a record of traditions of experimental thinking about what it means to be human, our place in the universe, why we are here, what we are here for, why is there something, not nothing, a question that some modern physicists are now asking – and offering answers – in all seriousness. 

Frequently Asked and Unasked Questions about the Bible

Can you recommend where to begin for someone who has never read the Bible?

· See the Recommended Readings below. 
What is the Bible?

· It is a group of widely different kinds of writings. It includes narrative legends, histories, folk tales, romances. It includes collections of laws, poetry, oracles, proverbial wisdom sayings, visions of the future. It includes stories by a writer whom Harold Bloom describes as “uncanny, tricky, sublime, ironic, a visionary of incommensurate, … the direct ancestor of Kafka…” (Harold Bloom, The Book of J, p. 13). Bloom’s three page Preface to The Book of J (David Rosenberg and Harold Bloom, 1990) is absolutely essential reading for everyone in answer to this question.
Is there a single, standard Bible?

· There is no such thing as “the” Bible. The Hebrew Scriptures of Judaism and the Bible of Christians share certain writings, but they differ in several ways. For example, the 24 writings of the Hebrew Bible are divided into 39 books in Christian Old Testaments. The writings in each are grouped differently and are in a different order or sequence. The last writing in the Hebrew Scriptures is “Chronicles,” a narrative history that ends with the return of the Jews to the land of Israel from Babylon. The last writing in the Christian Old Testament is a book of prophesies of deliverance and judgment, called “Malachi.” Even within Christianity there is no common “Bible.” Christian Bibles range from 66 to 81 “books,” or writings. 


When was it written? 

· Over the course of at least eight centuries. The earliest writings or parts of writings may come from the 8th century BCE. The latest writings come from the 2nd century CE.

Who wrote it? 

· The authors of most of the writings are not known. For example, the only writings of the New Testament of which the author is known are several of the letters of Paul.

What languages was it written in? 

· Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek

Recommended Reading
If you have never read the Bible and want to know where to start. 

· If you are the kind of person who wants to plunge right in and read the Bible itself rather than start with reading about it, I strongly recommend The Book of J. Interpreted by Harold Bloom. Translated by David Rosenberg . Grove Press, 1990. It contains a translation of those stories in the Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament) believed to come from an author scholars have named “J.” They include some of the most down-to-earth stories in the Hebrew Scriptures. The purpose of this translation, and the introduction and commentary by Harold Bloom, is to make the Bible unfamiliar. Bloom and Rosenberg want to get back behind the layers of familiarity covering over the strangeness, the foreignness of the stories, to read them against the grain of centuries of familiar “institutionalized misreading,” to make them human. Bloom is a well-known literary critic and Shakespeare scholar who has taught at Yale since 1959. The Book of J was one of the inspirations two of the books listed below, Surpassing Wonder and God: A Biography.
Top three recommendations

· Donald Akenson, Surpassing Wonder: the Invention of the Bible and the Talmuds, 1998. The University of Chicago Press.  One of the best-written histories I have ever read. It is the inspiration for my account of biblical history. Even if you don’t read the whole thing, the first chapter is by far the best primer on how to think about the Bible.

· Joe Barnhart and Linda T. Kraeger, In Search of First-Century Christianity, 2000. This book is a model for how to think about the origins of Christianity. Professor Barnhart is a retired professor of Philosophy and Religious Studies at the University of North Texas. Linda Kraeger was Lecturer in the Department of Literature and Language at Grayson County College. Both were Unitarians. 

· Jack Miles, God: A Biography, 1995. Miles is a Pulitzer Prize winning writer and a MacArthur Fellowship winner.
Introductions: 
· Power, Politics, and the Making of the Bible: An Introduction, by Robert B. Coote and Mary P. Coote (1990) is a concise well-written introduction. Some of its conclusions are dated but its point of view is refreshingly relevant. 
· John Riches, The Bible: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford University Press, 2000. The author provides a short, clear overview of the many different collections of writings, both Jewish and Christian, called “the Bible.” A short bibliographical discussion for each chapter is included.

· John Barton, The Bible: The Basics, Routledge, 2010. Professor at Oxford University. It contains maps, chronology, suggestions for further reading. 

· A good short introduction is the 47 page “Introduction” to The Bible: Authorized King James Version: Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997, written by Robert Carroll and Stephen Prickett. 

· Bart D. Ehrman, The Bible, 2013. This is an up-to-date, comprehensive introduction intended for college-level classes. Unfortunately it is very expensive.  
On recent archaeology and the Bible

· Israel Finkelstein and Neil Asher Silberman, The Bible Unearthed: Archaeology’s New Vision of Ancient Israel and the Origin of its Sacred Texts, 2001. Finkelstein is also a co-editor of  The Quest for the Historical Israel Debating Archaeology and the History of Early Israel, 2007. This is a short, useful overview of recent scholarship related directly to my claim regarding the central role of Second Temple Judaism.

Other suggestions

· Morton K. Smith, Palestinian Parties and Politics That Shaped the Old Testament (1971), is not for the faint of heart but it is still in the most important ways the most solid, concrete, reasonably concise account that brings the writings of the “Old Testament” down to earth into human social, cultic, political history. Not for the faint of heart but one of the very best books by one of the best historians of biblical history and Second Temple Judaism. Far ahead of his day

· The first chapter of Martin S. Jaffee, Early Judaism, 1997, is the closest thing I have found to a short up-date-date introduction to Second Temple Judaism, which he rightly renames “Early Judaism.” 

· Bernard F Batto, Slaying the Dragon: Mythmaking in the Biblical Tradition, 1992. One scholar who does not hesitate to talk about biblical mythmaking. This book is also an excellent example of the way the massive cuneiform body of writings is shedding light on biblical writings.

�One guideline for thinking about “the” Bible is that there is no such thing as “the” Bible. There are only bibles. The Hebrew Scriptures of Judaism and the Bible of Christians share certain writings, but they differ in several ways. For example, the 24 writings of the Hebrew Bible are divided into 39 books in Christian Old Testaments. The writings in each are grouped differently and are in a different order or sequence. The last writing in the Hebrew Scriptures is “Chronicles,” a narrative history that ends with the return of the Jews to the land of Israel from Babylon. The last writing in the Christian Old Testament is a book of prophesies of deliverance and judgment, called “Malachi.” Even within Christianity there is no common “Bible.” Christian Bibles range from 66 to 81 “books,” or writings. See the first three pages of The Book of J, for a first-rate discussion of the terms, “Hebrew Scriptures,” “Torah,” “Old Testament.” Details of this book are given at the end of this handout under “Recommended Readings.”


� Nonconfessional does not mean anti-confessional. Nor does it mean “neutral.” The richly diverse range of kinds of writings making up the biblical collection reflect the gamut of human evil and good. It is too rich (and powerful) a resource to be regarded as the exclusive property of its confessional adherents.


� Robert Carroll and Stephen Prickett, Introduction and Notes, The Bible: Authorized King James Version: Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997, p. xxxvii. Citing W.H. Pinnock, An Analysis of Scripture History (Cambridge, 1848), 17, 248).


� Ian Morris, Why the West Rules – For Now, 2013, is a first-rate effort to tell a story of human history that cuts across the “East/West” convention.


� Earth Story, a BBC documentary first broadcast in 1998, available on DVD with a companion book, is by far the best telling of geological history. Narrated by a biologist who has recognized that the story of biology and the story of the earth are bound up together, each affecting the other. For information go to � HYPERLINK "http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p00d11td/episodes/guide" �http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p00d11td/episodes/guide�. 


� Journey of the Universe, a 2012 documentary also available on DVD, is both beautiful and powerfully informative. For information go to � HYPERLINK "http://www.journeyoftheuniverse.org/" �http://www.journeyoftheuniverse.org/�. 


� Jean Bottero, The Birth of God: the Bible and the historian, p. 3


� Martin S. Jafee, in Early Judaism: Religious Worlds of the First Judaic Millennium, 2006, points out that “Second Temple Judaism,” is a misnomer since there was more than one temple in Israel and there were other Jewish temples during the period of so-called “Second Temple Judaism.” 


� See above, footnote one, for a preliminary guideline: There is no such thing as “The Bible.” 


� The word “Israel” is used in at least four important ways. It is the name given by God to the individual patriarch Jacob in Genesis 32:28. It refers to Jacob’s descendants, the people who are the subject of the Old Testament, the “Israelites.” It is the name of the Northern kingdom of Israel, destroyed by the Assyrians in 722 BC. Today it is the name of the modern state of Israel. A fifth use is the Christian claim to be the “true” Israel. Christians are the people of God’s new covenant (or “new testament”) which brought an end to the old covenant or “old testament.”


� If you have never read the Old Testament  and would like to know where to begin, I strongly recommend The Book of J. It contains a first-rate translation of the most down-to-earth stories in the Hebrew Scriptures, a collection scholars call “J.” The introductory essays are written for the general reader by Harold Bloom, the well-known literary critic and Shakespeare scholar who has taught at Yale since 1959.  Bloom’s intention and the intention of the translation is to make the Bible unfamiliar, to make it possible to read it against the grain of centuries of familiar “institutionalized misreading,” to make it human. Another recommendation is the love poetry of the Song of Solomon. 





� Kuntillet-Ajrud inscriptions and paintings form the 8th century. Art George, slide 11. 


� The first chapter of Donald Akenson’s marvelous Surpassing Wonder, is a brilliant, informed, and gripping reconstruction of this founding moment. See the Bibliographical Essay for details of this book. 


� See Morton K. Smith, Palestinian Parties and Politics That Shaped the Old Testament (1971). This pioneering work is not for the faint of heart but it is still in the most important ways the most solid, concrete, reasonably concise account that brings the writings of the “Old Testament” down to earth into human social, cultic, political history. 


� To cite one major example, the biblical sources betray a profound ignorance of Egypt during the period of Israel’s legendary founding events narrated in the first five books of the Bible. Donald B. Redford, one of the foremost Egyptologists today, cites the following discrepancies: The Exodus from Egypt and the Conquest of Palestine occurred when the Egyptian empire encompassed Palestine. Exodus from the land of Egypt could did not mean Exodus from the empire controlled by Egypt. Palestine during this period was under the control of Egypt (Donald B. Redford, Egypt, Canaan, and Israel in Ancient Times, Princeton University Press, 2004, p. 257, 258 259).


� Art George, Yahweh’s Divorce, will be published in May. 


� (Sheldon Wolin, The Presence of the Past: Essays on the State and the Constitution, 1989, p. 2). 


� In the worship addressed even to minor deities he or she is regularly represented as greater than all other gods, often said to have created the world and the other gods, the only true god; sometimes, even when worshiped in close connection with other deities, the only god – usually a form of flattery; only in a few special cases does it come to be taken literally. Morton Smith, “The Common Theology of the Ancient Near East,” Journal of Biblical Literature, Vol. 71, No. 3, September 1952.


� Karel van der Toorn, Bob Becking, and Pieter W. van der Horst, editors, Second Extensively Revised Edition. 1999. Brill.


� Malina, On the Genre, 21. 


� Peter Brown, The Making of Late Antiquity, p. 65. See also Virginia Burrus, ‘Begotten Not Made,’ p. 9. “The activity of celestial beings constantly impacted on human social interactions” (Malina, p. 24). “No part of the universe is empty of demons” (Bruce J. Malina, On the Genre and Message of Revelation,  p. 8 citing Corpus Hermeticu IX, 3, Festugiere-Nock, 197). “Demons were as widely invoked and caused as little anxiety as microbes” ((B&K 124).


� Paula Fredriksen, “Mandatory retirement: Ideas in the study of Christian origins whose time has come to go,” Studies in Religion, Volume 35/2 (2006), pp. 231-246. Fredriksen, a professor of Scripture at Boston University, puts it succinctly: “Ancient monotheism means ‘one god on top,’ with other gods ranged beneath” (p. 241). In other words, “ancient monotheists were polytheists.” David Brakke, a leading historian of early Christianity, puts it just as strongly: “No ancient person (even one who was a Jew or Christian) was a monotheist in our sense, that is someone who believes that one and only one God exists. Instead, ancient ‘monotheists’ simply believed that a single High God stood atop a hierarchy of gods, daemons, and other spiritual beings” (The Gnostics: Myth, Ritual, and Diversity in Early Christianity, 2010, p. 61.





