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INTRODUCTION

THis FIRST VOLUME in the series offers a commentary for reflective
reading on the first book of the Bible. In order to situate and appreciate
the wonder of the revelation of God which is contained in the Book of
Genesis the briefest of sketches of its history will be helpful.

We must work backward. The book was completed, ready for what
would nowadays be “publication,” only after the Babylonian Exile,
some four hundred years before Christ. It then received only a few
finishing touches, and the vast majority of the stories and traditions it
contains go back many centuries before that.

Part of the divine guidance which so painstakingly formed and
guarded God’s people consisted in enabling them to preserve these
traditions intact, as they were handed down with astonishingly correct
detail. Many of these details would have made no sense to those who
faithfully told the stories generation after generation. It is only through
modern archaeological discoveries that we can know that many details
reflect ancient historical situations or law codes long outmoded.

At the same time the historically minded reader may see some
reflection of the periods through which these traditions passed. The
accounts of the relationship of the world to God and the origins of
humanity in Genesis 1-11 reached pretty well their final form during
the Babylonian Exile (during the seventy years after the Sack of Jerusa-
lem in 597). In these expressions of the age-old theology of Israel may
be traced the struggles of the exiles against the many gods of Babylon.

The stories about Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and their families in Gen-
esis 12-36 were handed down in three often overlapping streams of
tradition. (The story of Joseph in Genesis 37-50 is much more unified,
and must be seen as a coherent whole. These are sometimes still recog-
nizable from their different tone and emphasis.

The oldest stream of tradition is known as the Yahwist account,
because it uses the name “Yahweh” for God, although the actual name
was revealed to Moses only later. It is a lively, warm, and often humor-
ous acount, which obviously takes delight in human motives and char-
acters. From the special interest in events in the southern part of the
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country one may guess that this stream of tradition was handed down in
the southern region, Judah.

The other principal stream of tradition is called the Elohistic tradi-
tion (the name used for God is “Elohim”). This is more concerned with
details of morality. Its place names suggest that it stems from the
northern part of the country, Israel.

A third stream is known as the Priestly writer, since this shows an
overwhelming interest in details of cult and genealogies.

These three different approaches enrich and give variety to the his-
tory of God’s people. The minor variations between the accounts are
typical of folk history handed down by word of mouth. They give the
reader a sense of the loving care of God for his people all through the

millennium and a half between Abraham and the final “publication” of
the book.
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1 GENESIS 1:1-2:4A

THE CREATION

i o

Origins

EVERY CULTURE HAS stories about its origins. If you know how something
came to be, you are well on the way to understanding what it is. The Greek
myths of Prometheus or Pandora’s Box are classic examples. In this cen-
tury, Rudyard Kipling’s Just So Stories fascinate generations of children by
“explaining” how the leopard got its spots or why the cat walks by itself.

The Hebrews were fascinated by origins too, and many of the stories in
the Bible are geared to explaining how features of life or landscape came
to be. By so doing the storyteller explains their significance too. So the
purpose of the first eleven chapters of Genesis, before the story of Abra-
ham begins, is to explain the basic structure of things as they are.

History has importance only in so far as it explains the present. The
early stories of Genesis are important in that they explain the basic struc-
ture of the world and enable us to understand ourselves better. And for the
Hebrew the basic structure of the world and the human person has sense
only in relationship to God.

The First Story of Creation

OBVIOUSLY THERE ARE two stories of creation, one after the other, in the
Bible. The first has wider horizons, embracing the whole universe, sun,
moon, and stars. The second concentrates on Adam in his garden. The first
is carefully and minutely ordered, built on the scaffolding of seven days,
like the Hebrew week. The author wants to show that this structure of
seven days, ending with God’s own day of rest, is part of the basic structure
of the universe.

What really gives the clue to the purpose of the story is the order within
the days. The story is attempting to represent not the order in which things
happened but their scientific structure. Sun and moon are not created until
the fourth day. and it is hard to envisage what can be meant by a day
without sun and moon. The gap between the creation of light and darkness
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on the first day and sun and moon on the fourth is also odd. The pieces fit
perfectly together when the real principle of order appears: it is a scientific
division, not a time sequence. 1. The basic framework of things: light and
darkness. 2. Fixed things: heavens above, waters beneath, land and its
fixed contents (plants). 3. Mobile things: stars in the heavens, fish in the
seas, animals on the earth—and finally human beings.

The Babylonian Factor
LIKE so MucH of the older part of the Bible, the account took its detailed
shape during the Babylonian Exile. It was no novelty to Israel that the Lord
God was responsible for their existence, both in the first place and in
continuity. But in Babylon they were confronted with stories and myths
about the gods who formed the cosmos.

Against these they reacted, using the same symbols but forming a
wholly different picture. The Babylonian gods squabbled among them-
selves. Marduk, the chief god, formed the world by splitting a goddess and
hanging her up “like a fish in the drying-yards” (a salmon being smoked,
in our terminology). He formed man from the blood of a goddess to serve
the gods by feeding them on the delicious smell of his sacrifices. How
much more dignified, how much more caring is the God of the biblical
stories! No squabbling, no need for any previous material, no dismembered
gods. Sun, moon, and stars are not gods, nor even seats of the gods, but
mere timing devices to indicate times and festivals sacred to God.

The human being is no lackey to the gods, but is created (after a
thoughtful pause) in the image and likeness of God, to the awesome func-
tion of being God’s own representative to all the other creatures, not domi-
nating them in an arbitrary manner, but caring for them as God cares for
them. Bubbling through the whole account is the constant blessing of God
and the constant refrain “and God saw that it was good.” This is a positive
world. We are beginning not a horror story but an account of God’s bless-

ing.

PrAYER
Lord God, without effort you created all things good and
blessed them for the future. Grant us to accept your blessing and to
appreciate our daunting task to be your representatives to all creation.



2 GENESIS 2:4B-25

THE GARDEN OF EDEN

e

The Garden

THE SECOND STORY of origins works on a less grand scale than the first. All
the focus is on the Garden of Delight, for that is what “Eden” means in the
story. Originally the “garden in Eden” may have indicated its geographical
location, but more important is the link to a similar Hebrew word which
means “delight.” It is a sort of Never-Never Land, a paradise for which we
now yearn, where everything is as it should be. This is indicated by the
abundance of water.

In a hot, dry, sandy terrain, where much of the country is desert, inca-
pable of growing anything, the gift of moisture is mouth-watering. Bring
water to this arid land, even in drips, and immediately vegetation springs
up. In a climate where dehydration sets in quickly, the mouth gets drier
and drier, the body stickier and stickier, the sight of a stream of water
makes the heart leap. In this garden water flowed out of the earth, and in
such quantity that it flowed out into four great rivers. This is enough to
conjure up life, vegetation, fertility, richness, abundance. In this garden of
delights the Man is not entirely carefree. The limits to his freedom of
action are indicated by the prohibition of eating of the tree of good and
evil. The very name of the tree indicates a moral restriction for him: the
shape and constitution of his environment is such that not everything is
right for him. The way this prohibition is imposed appears at first sight to
be arbitrary: God simply imposes it.

This is, however, a pictorial way of showing that there are limits outside
of the individual which the individual may not transgress, and that this is a
condition of his very existence. He cannot decide for himself what is good
and what is evil. The structure of good and evil is an unchangeable part of

the fabric of his world.

My Family and Other Animals

ONCE THIS MORAL structure has been outlined, the story moves on to social
relationships, first the living world in general, but leading up to the climax
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of human companionship. God forms the birds and animals, but in bring-
ing them to the Man to be named, God gives the Man a part in his creation.
The importance of this element is shown by the fact that both creation
stories insist upon it.

In this story the Man gives the animals their nature by naming them, for
the name and the nature are complementary. It also gives the Man a certain
proprietary right over the animals he has helped to form. If you can’t de-
scribe something or give it a name, you have little concept of it or power over
it; the ability to grasp it in this way gives a power over the object.

But in both stories, the Man’s share in God’s creative power does not
imply that he has arbitrary power to use the birds and animals just as he
wishes. He also has responsibility toward them, to show to them the care
and love which God shows to him.

We have become much more aware in recent years of this responsibility
of human beings to their environment, largely by contrast to the uncaring
abuse of creation which modern science and technology have made possi-
ble; but the seeds of this divine duty are already planted in this story of
creation.

The lovely climax of the account comes in the creation of human com-
panionship between man and woman. This is the climax of God’s loving
care. The story, of course, concentrates on the Man, and for the majority of
the story the Man stands for the whole of the human race. The completion
and corrective comes at the end, for the Woman is no servant or object for
the Man. This is stressed in every possible way.

" Without the Woman the Man is lacking a helper and companion. The
Woman shares the material, the flesh and bones of the Man. He greets her
with delight (“at last™!), proclaiming her equality in his little poem. This is
all the more remarkable in the context of ancient civilizations where the
equality of the sexes and the inherent dignity of women could not be taken
for granted. Yet this story analyzes it as part of the fabric of the human
world. They stand before each other, proud and equal in their nakedness,
without shame or fear.

PrRAYER
Creator of the world, give me reverence for all you have given to us.
Help me to appreciate my dignity as your representative. Enable me to share
your care and respect for your creation, and especially for other people and
their diversity. Help me to treasure especially the unique bond and
blend between man and woman.

5



3 GENESIS 3

THE FALL

=

The Subtle Serpent

THE sToRY oF the Fall is beautifully told. The snake persuades the woman
with great subtlety, carefully flattering her, allowing her a correction here
and there, appealing to her curiosity and pride. By the time she comes
actually to eat the fruit, she must have been feeling really pleased with
herself. The world is smiling. She is definitely the superior, and passes the
fruit on to her husband. But as soon as they have eaten, everything
changes: they feel remorse, fear, and desolation.

The partners cling together to provide each other with some sort of
support. The man blames the woman, the woman blames the snake. Their
nakedness is nothing to do with sexual attraction; it is the extreme of
defenselessness and shame, as they stand there naked for all to see. Once,
they could hold their heads high and accept their bodies as the glorious
expression of God’s creative act. Now they want only to hide, hide from
God, hide from anything. But they have nothing to hide behind, not even
clothes.

Then follows the sentence of God. and the world as we know it comes
into being. For the woman there will be two sorrows: travail in childbirth
and a position of subordination to male dominance. As for man, he has the
drudgery of earning his bread (in a world where this was left to men—
nowadays the drudgery spreads equally to women too, and women get the
worst of both punishments!). The snake is punished for its part by being
changed from a great, fiery heraldic dragon (for the Hebrew word can mean
that as well) into an enlarged worm, crawling on its belly. But the situation
does not stop there. A promise is given that evil will not forever triumph:
the seed of the woman will succeed in damaging the tempter, though not
without cost.

The Story of Human Failure

THE sTORY AS we have it was probably written down in exile in Babylon
after 586 B.c. Many of the images used—the tree of life, the tempting
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snake, the loss of innocence and harmony—occur also in Babylonian sto-
ries of the time. The inspired thinkers of Israel took these and wove them
into their own story of human relationships with God and with evil. For us
today it becomes a picture of human failure at any time.

In Adam (and adam is simply the Hebrew word for “man”) and Eve we
can see ourselves, self-confident, sure of our own powers, determined to
make our own decisions and get pushed around by no one, not even by
God, aiming to live forever by our own capacities. But then the shame,
confusion, and humiliation when things do go wrong!

What is the sin portrayed? Some have thought that it is a sexual sin.
While there may be elements which can be interpreted as sexual, the sin
can also be understood more widely, as a sin of pride and independence:
the woman is determined not to be bound by any divine command, but to
be her own judge; she will be like God, deciding for herself what is good
and evil. That, basically, is the form of any sin: we make our own decision,
pretending to ourselves that there is no law beyond ourselves, that any
restrictions do not apply in our case. It is only afterward that conscience
reasserts itself with explosive vigor.

A Thread of Hope

THE ENCOURAGING ASPECT of the story is its controlled optimism. We have
already seen that God created the world good. Now human beings do their
best to shatter the divine harmony of creation. But hidden amid the dire
consequences lurks the promise that all is not lost, that good will triumph
in the end. Some human philosophies, some historical traditions are full of
gloom and despair, seeing no good in the world and the circumstances
around us.

The tradition which comes from Israel is a positive and hopeful one.
Pessimism and despair have no place in it. Recognition of evil and failure,
yes, but never their final triumph. In the course of the revelation in the
Bible it becomes gradually clearer how good must triumph despite our
constant failures. History is a record of human incompetence and conquest
of evil. This discord finds its resolution in the supreme act of human
generosity by the God who becomes human.

Praver
Father, hold us firm in your hands. Keep us always aware
that without you we cannot fulfil what we promise, but in you we may
always be confident and secure.
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4 GENESIS 4:1-16

CAIN AND ABEL

e

THE sTorY oF Cain and Abel as it now exists suggests a much wider
world than the second generation of human beings: in his punishment
after the murder, Cain can wander over the earth and come in contact
with other peoples who may want to kill him. The two sacrifices which
start the jealousy already suggest quite a development of sacrifice,
approaching the later system by its selection of the first-born and some
of the fat.

An agricultural way of life. tilling the soil, is also far advanced in
the development of human husbandry. The transition to flocks and
agriculture occurred hardly ten thousand years ago. It may therefore be
an independent story of the origin of evil, not organically connected
with the generation after Adam and Eve. It could reflect and personify
the opposition between two different systems of husbandry.

This story puts jealousy as the basic sin, instead of the pride and
self-will shown in the story of Adam and Eve. As it stands now, how-
ever, the story shows the development of disorder in human relations.
Original sin means that, once sin has been committed. there is a moral
ripple effect: if I tyrannize my weaker neighbor, that neighbor will find
another weaker person on whom to take out the frustration caused.
Disorder entered into human relations by the sin of Adam. The loss of
innocence signified by the shame at their nakedness is translated into
loss of confidence, a fear of being judged inferior, and a need to be
self-assertive.

God’s two questions play the part of the conscience. First, they just
raise the question, “Where is your brother?”, when the guilty party
would like to forget all about it. Then, “What have you done?” to
induce the guilty to face the quality of his action. Cain’s reaction, too,
is typical of the guilty conscience. aggressive and defensive, at first
trying to deny responsibility. Only when sentence of alienation has
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been passed—he must flee from his crime—does he accept the blame
and turn to begging remission.

God’s Free Choice

A FIRST REACTION is sympathy with Cain. No reason is even suggested
why his sacrifice is rejected and his brother’s accepted. Humanly
speaking, he had every right to be exasperated and jealous. But time
and again in the scriptures God chooses the young brother, Jacob over
his brother Esau, Joseph in preference to all his elder brothers.

The first king, Saul, was chosen from the smallest clan of the small-
est tribe. The forgotten youngest, David, was anointed by Samuel in
preference to his fine, upstanding brothers. God’s choice is free and
cannot be earned. Like the potter, says the prophet Jeremiah, he makes
one vessel so and another so. “Can a pot say of the potter, ‘He does not
know his job?”” (Isaiah 29:16). Like the laborers in Jesus’ parable,
paid at random for their work in the vineyard, human beings cannot
enter into reckoning with God.

There may be details of my character, personality, physique. fortune
that [ would rather be without, but I suspect that most of us have
enough self-love to prefer being ourselves to someone else. And a
comforting thought is that God, too, loves me just as I am. He even
lovingly put a mark on Cain to protect him from vengeance.

Praver
Lord, you accept me as I am. Remove from me all petty
Jealousy of the talents, opportunities, and success of others.
Keep me content to praise you for what I am and
for what you have given me.



5 GENESIS 5

PATRIARCHS BEFORE THE FLOOD

e

The Blessing of Life

THE BiBLE Now gives us a list of ten successive generations from Adam
to Noah. They all lived to an immense age, the eldest of course being
Methuselah, who lived 969 years. There is, of course, no significance
in the upside-down numerals of this age, for the Hebrews used letters
for numbers. Indeed the exact ages given to these early fathers of the
people differ in the different traditions of the text of the Bible. The
point is the extraordinary length of their ages, for long life was consid-
ered the sign of God’s favor and blessing on these revered, early mem-
bers of the family of God.

Such is our fear of dying (not, I think, so much of being dead) that
even Christians today unreflectively consider long life to be a blessing,
something to thank God for, when really the Christian should be look-
ing forward avidly to the fullness of company with God in eternal life.
But the earliest members at the beginning of the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion had as yet no such concepts.

In this, as in so many other ways, the revelation of God’s love was a
gradual process. Christians perceive that full enjoyment of the pres-
ence of God is the only tolerable conclusion of God’s overflowing love,
but it was only gradually that this became clear.

In the earliest parts of the Bible, the basic unit was not so much the
individual as the nomadic clan. wandering from place to place with
their flocks and tents, returning annually to a sort of tribal center where
their dead were buried. The fortunes of the whole tribe were very much
joined together. Consequently the idea of death was “being joined to
the forefathers”: the dead person simply slipped back and was ab-
sorbed into the tribal stem. This attitude goes from Abraham at least to
David, who mourned his baby son: “I shall go to him, but he cannot
come back to me” (2 Samuel 12:23).
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This idea gave way to a view of Sheol, a dark and dusty place where
the dead live a sort of unsatisfying, shadowy half-life, devoid of vigor
and power, and unable to praise God. There the dead sink into obliv-
ion. The most the kings of the earth there can do when the king of
Babylon arrives is to greet him, “So, you too are now as weak as we are,
under you a mattress of maggots, over you a blanket of worms” (Isaiah
14:10-11). It is like life in a dusty, endless waiting room, from which
there is no release.

The spirited Job has no qualms about questioning accepted views,
and refuses to be satisfied. He demands something more positive.
Though he cannot yet see how this can be, he will not accept that Sheol
is final: “Will no one hide me in Sheol, and shelter me there till your
anger is past? Day after day of my service, I should be waiting for my
relief to come” (Job 14:13-14).

In a great cry of despairing confidence he insists, “I know that I
have a living Defender! After my awakening he will set me close to
him, and from my flesh I shall look on God. My eyes will be gazing on
no stranger” (19:25-26). The love of God cannot relinquish what it has
once grasped. This was why Jesus taught of the God of Abraham, the
God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, “God is a God of the living, not of
the dead” (Mark 12:27), why Paul longs to be dissolved and to be with
Christ, and why John speaks of eternal life.

Enoch

BY CONTRAST TO the other long-lived early fathers, Enoch lived a mere
365 years—and this time there must be a significance in the number of
years for it totals the number of days in the year. Then he “was no
more, because God took him.” The Bible does not elaborate on this,
but Jewish tradition regarded it as a mark of special love and favor.

PrAYer
Lord, let me see long life as a blessing because it is
a prolonged preparation for union with you. May I be ready
for you whenever you wish to take me.
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6 GENESIS 6:1-8

THE CRIME OF THE SONS OF GOD

e

THE conTEXT OF this strange little episode suggests that it is seen as
one more example of the spread of the corruption which will lead to the
cleansing of the world by the Flood. In some nonbiblical Jewish tradi-
tions it has been regarded as the story of the origin of evil, rivaling or
even taking the place of the story of the Fall of Adam and Eve.

In this case, we now have examples of a third kind of transgression,
a sexual mismatch, after the pride and independence of Eve, and the
jealousy of Cain. Judaism had a horror of mixtures, the yoking of two
different kinds of animals together, the combination of different kinds
of cloth. This may stem from anxiety to avoid Canaanite magical prac-
tices which made plentiful use of odd combinations. In this context a
sexual mismatch would be all the more horrific.

The Origin of Giants
THE BIBLICAL AUTHOR who arranged these chapters seems to have taken
an ancient story which explained the origin of superhuman beings in
the legendary past as a mixture of human and divine. They are here
called “nephilim,” giants or heroes. The sons of God who fathered
them may well have been in the original, pre-Hebrew story divine
beings, gods of the Canaanite pantheon.

In later tradition the expression “sons of God” is frequently used for
angels, and this may have given rise to the whole idea of the sinful
union of fallen angels with women. In later centuries of Judaism, ap-
proaching the time of Jesus, speculations about good and evil spirits
became so important that this story was easily pressed into service to
explain the fall of some of the angels as due to their lust for women.

God’s decision as a result comes in two parts. First God decides to
limit human life to the span which we know; no longer will human
beings be blessed with the length of life which the first ten generations
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enjoyed. Then evil reaches such a pitch that God decides that both
humans and animals must be totally destroyed, and the scene is set for

the Flood.

The Fallen Angels

FALLEN ANGELS, LED by Lucifer, the prince of evil spirits, feature quite
largely and luridly in medieval imagery. In the Bible they appear only
in two sparse mentions among various examples of due punishment for
sin: God did not spare the fallen angels (2 Peter 2:4 and Jude 6). Their
importance in popular imagination comes from Jewish legend rather
than from any Christian source. This in turn is influenced by the Per-
sian doctrines of spirits in the final centuries before Christ.

The important message of this passage is that evil is simply incom-
patible with the nature of God. In many cultures even the gods them-
selves can sin. In Greek culture perhaps the supreme example is the
scene of the gods convulsed by uncontrollable laughter at finding the
divine spouse of Zeus in the act of adultery. In Mesopotamian myths it
was the childish squabbling of the gods which led eventually to the
creation of the world. The Hebrew concept of God is too serious to
admit of any such trifling with morality. Human standards can only
hope to follow in the image of God, never to surpass it.

Praver
God, create in me a pure heart,
renew within me a resolute spirit,
do not thrust me away from your presence,
do not take away from me your spirit of holiness.
PSALM 51
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7 GENESIS 6:15-8:19

THE FLOOD

e

Two Accounts Joined Together
AT FIRST SIGHT the story of the Flood appears to be repetitive. There
are two decisions to destroy the world, two entries into the ark; the
flood comes twice and ends twice, etc. In fact this is because there are
two different versions of the story joined together.

This is only one instance, perhaps the most obvious, of something
which happens often in the early traditions of the Bible. There were
two, often three, versions, probably oral, of the same story handed down
independently. These streams of tradition each have their recognizable
characteristics.

We have already, for instance. come across one particular set of
interests in the first creation story and in the list of early fathers, the
ten generations from Adam. This is one stream of tradition, known as
the Priestly writer (or P) because its interests center on matters of
concern to the Israelite priesthood in Babylon, the sabbath, matters of
purity, clean and unclean food, genealogies.

In the Flood story this is the leading narrative. It can be recognized
in the careful listing of Noah’s family, its distinction between clean and
unclean animals, the dating in Noah’s six hundredth year, the repeated
150 days.

Into this story is worked another, named after the name it uses for
God, the Yahwist: it uses the name “Yahweh” (often translated “the
Lorp”) although this name was not revealed until the time of Moses. In
general it shows more concern with storytelling and warm characteriza-
tion; especially God is warm, kindly, and thoughtful. This stream of
tradition has been seen in the stories of Adam and Eve and of Cain and
Abel. In the Flood narrative it is marked by the name “Yahweh,” by the
repeated number forty, and by less exact time indications.
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The Flood in Other Literature

A story oF a disastrous flood occurs in many other literatures. In some
African literatures this is a punishment for human sin. But the closest
version, which is obviously related to the biblical story. is in the Meso-
potamian Epic of Gilgamesh, which exists in several versions. Here
there is the same command from the god to Gilgamesh to build a huge
boat by which some humans and animals may be saved, the same
sending out of a dove to see eventually that the flood has subsided, and
the same sacrifice to the gods at the end. But in the Babylonian story
there is no moral dimension involved. The disaster is not a punishment
for sin, but simply the result of childish petulance by the gods.

The Message of the Story

HERE AGAIN, As in the story of the Fall, we have an instance of the
Hebrew story adopting the common stock of Babylonian myth and
adapting it to express their own morality and God-centered view of the
world. In the flat plains of Mesopotamia a slight rise in the level of the
great rivers Tigris and Euphrates would flood a large area. The common
basis may well be a memory of some such flood. To a local community
such a flood could “destroy all living things under heaven having the
breath of life” (Genesis 6:17).

The remote memory of such an archetypical disaster is used in the
story of Noah’s flood to underline in an unforgettable way a religious
message. The awesome power of God has total control of the whole
world. The values of a whole civilization may become so corrupt that it
becomes odious and intolerable to the sanctity of God. Nevertheless,
the individual may stand against them, and may indeed win for those
under the protection of such a group exemption from divine rejection.

Without waiting for another such flood disaster, any civilization with
a universally accepted system of values needs to question whether
divine values and aims have become so neglected that the conventional
values need to be swept totally away.

PrAYER
Lord God, ruler of the universe, grant me to remain ever alert to your
values and critical of generally accepted morality. Help me to examine
myself and to strive to maintain what you show me to be right.
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8 GENESIS 8:20-9:17

THE NEW WORLD ORDER

\ e

An Enduring World Order

AFTER THE WORLD has been cleansed by the Flood, it gets a new start, with
a guarantee that such a radical break will never recur. A promise is given,
first “as long as earth endures” (8:22), then “for all ages to come” (9:12).
Does this promise mean that the world is set for all eternity?

What, then, of the later teaching in the Prophets on the Day of the Lord,
or the teaching in the Gospels on the final judgment at the end of the
world, or Paul’s expectancy that Christ will hand the kingdom back to his
Father, “when he has put all things under his feet”? What of the Second
Law of Thermodynamics and the confident expectation that our solar sys-
tem will, after a due number of millions of years, collapse? To treat the
Bible as a scientific textbook is a hopeless misunderstanding. The word of
God is intended to reveal to us the nature of God’s love for us, to enable us
to have some glimpse of the divine nature, and to teach us the way to God.
Any other treatment of the Bible is at best working across the grain, at
worst mere superstition and magic.

A Covenant with Noah

A covENANT OFFERED by God to his chosen ones will be an important
feature of the developing relationship between God and his people. This
covenant with Noah is the first; the renewal of the relationship is described
in terms of the later covenant relationship with Abraham and with Moses.
The classic covenant is a two-sided relationship, a promise of protection on
certain terms. Thus the covenant with Moses demands that Israel obey the
terms of loyalty detailed in the Law.

This covenant, however, is different: there are no terms that Noah must
obey; it is a pure act of grace, friendship, and love, offered uncondition-
ally. Nor is this covenant restricted to any particular group of people: it is a
covenant with the world order itself, “you and your descendants,” but also
“every living creature.”
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The guarantee of the covenant is the rainbow, a symbol which continues
to thrill the human heart. Legends about the rainbow show the echo which
this mysterious, evanescent light effect evokes. The pot of gold at the end
of the rainbow is only a more materialistic version of the hope it engenders.
“Where the rainbow ends . .

1

.” is the stuff of countless songs. Appearing
as the sun shines after rain, it is the symbol of freshness, renewal. positive
hope, fertility.

The rainbow really is a natural expression of blessing on the world. Our
enduring childhood’s wonder at it is the stuff of prayer.

The Priestly Source
THE INTERESTS OF the Priestly source are clear in several ways in this
passage: the immediate recourse to a thanksgiving-sacrifice according to
the later conventions of sacrifice, the distinction between clean and un-
clean foods, the prohibition of eating blood. This version of the tradition is
always concerned to show that the institutions of Israelite religion are part
of the fabric of existence, having existed for countless ages.

The prohibition of blood is a valuable symbol. It may spring from primi-
tive science and primitive tabu, but its natural imagery is powerful. No one
who has seen the slaughter of an animal, particularly a large and powerful
animal like a bull. can be blind to the emotional link between blood and
life.

Blood flows in streams as life departs, leaving what was a noble and
powerful beast as no more than a hunk of meat. The pathetic trail of blood,
left as a wounded wild animal creeps off to its dying shelter, leaves no
doubt that as blood seeps away, so does life itself. So to claim the blood for
God alone is a brilliant statement of God’s ownership of life, his gift of life
to all that lives, and his continuing care of that life, so long as the blood
remains, pumping from the heart.

Not perhaps wholly logical. there is yet something attractive and honor-
able about the vegetarian’s added distaste for red meat. A symbolic pro-
test, no doubt, but a recognition of the sanctity of life and our duty to care
for the world around us.

Praver
Lord, by your covenant with Noah you renewed your
blessing on your creation. Grant me renewed awareness of your presence
in your creation. Grant me to value and enjoy these signs of your
blessing, and lead me always to praise you.
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9 GENESIS 9:18-10:32

THE DESCENDANTS OF NOAH

e

The Table of Peoples

THE cuIEF PART of this section is another list of generations or descen-
dants, similar to chapter 5. The Priestly tradition gives us these lists
from time to time. It is obviously more than a simple list of descen-
dants, but serves as a geographical and ethnic division. Enough of the
names are known to make it clear that the names are not those of
individuals but of towns and regions, perhaps on the assumption that
one ancestor who gave his name to a town was responsible for the
peopling of it.

Japheth’s sons include the territory to the north and west of Pales-
tine. Javan is the name normally used for Greece, and the Kittim for
the Greek islands.

Ham’s sons take the south. Mizraim remains the name for Egypt.
Cush recurs as Ethiopia, or even black Africa in general. Sheba will
provide the famous queen who came from the south to see Solomon. It
is a little surprising that Canaan is included; it is more or less cotermi-
nous with the present Palestine, and is used for the civilization which
preceded the Israelite invasion under Joshua.

This may be the link. for in the centuries before the settlement of
Israel there, the land was closely controlled by Egypt. The great Egyp-
tian fortresses are still to be seen, such as Megiddo, Taanach, Beth
Shean; Megiddo was strategically important even in the First World
War. Canaan’s own sons include towns on the borders of this area, like
Sodom and Sidon, but also the peoples of the ancient cities of the land,
such as Jebusites, who held Jerusalem till it was captured by David.

To the east come the sons of Shem, or (roughly) Semites. They
include the resounding names of the great civilizations of Mesopota-
mia, such as Elam and Asshur, whose libraries have been discovered
in recent centuries, with inestimable contributions to our understand-
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ing of the Bible. Among them too are the mysterious lands of the east,
like Uz, the land of wise men and wizards.

The list proclaims the unity of the inhabitants of the known world,
for all are descended from Noah; even these remote and powerful lands
have no independent origin. More importantly it also claims them all
for God. So soon after the blessing covenanted to Noah, all the nations
can be seen to enjoy the benefits of those blessings. It is a positive and
optimistic statement.

Noah’s Drunkenness
THE UNSAVORY LITTLE incident inserted just after the introduction of
Noah’s three sons completes the circle of disorder in this first glimpse
of the world. In the story of Adam and Eve we had the husband-wife
relationship: in Cain and Abel the strife between brother and brother;
now we have disrespect (as well as reverence) between children and
parent.

The advance from simple agriculture to vine-growing brings its own
dangers. Like any advance in civilization, it is liable to abuse. No-
where, however, does the Bible suggest that the abuse of wine should
lead to its total ban. On the contrary, wine is often favorably mentioned
in the Bible among the gifts of God’s blessing.

There is no need to suppose that Ham committed incest with his
father, though the expression “to see the nakedness” of someone can
carry that sense. The sin of disrespect to the very fatherhood of his
father is quite sufficient. It was unfortunate enough to stumble care-
lessly on this shame of his father, but instead of remedying the situa-
tion, Ham merely chatters about it to his brothers.

PrAYER
Lord, the nations are becoming more and more aware
in our day of their interdependence and need for each other.
Make us aware of the sin of racial disharmony and help us to remove it.
Help us truly to appreciate both the differences between us
and what we share with each other.
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10 GENESIS 11:1-9

THE TOWER OF BABEL

s o

THE FINAL STORY of the primitive history of humanity seems in some
ways to double as another story of the origins of evil. Again the fault is
pride and attempting to do by personal efforts what should have been
left to God. Alternatively it may be regarded as a different account of
the diversification of the peoples, corresponding to the list of chapter
10, but concentrating on how they split up, rather than on the end
result.

This would be an excellent example of the different approaches of
the Priestly and the Yahwistic traditions: the former gives a detailed or
even exhaustive list; the latter offers a lively, suggestive narrative, with
plenty of character but not much detail of the peoples.

It is amusing that the writer needs to explain the building materials:
his audience is clearly unfamiliar with the Babylonian materials,
bricks and bitumen, explaining them as the equivalent to the stone and
mortar commonly used in the rocky Israelite hill country. The point of
the story is already suggested by the seemingly unmotivated fear of the
tower builders that they may get scattered all over the world.

The whole is nicely topped off by the pun “Babel,” the name of the
town, being associated with the very “balel,” which means “confuse,
confound.” Such puns on names are much beloved of biblical authors.
With this the English word “babble” is associated, though in fact it
derives from the inarticulate sounds of baby talk.

The tower builders wish to reach up to heaven by their own initia-
tive; do they wish to become gods, or to have direct communication
with the deity, or simply to build an outstandingly tall tower? It is
certainly some manifestation of pride.

Isaiah’s satire on the fallen king of Babylon describes the same
phenomenon, “How did you come to be thrown to the ground, con-
queror of nations? You who used to think to yourself, I shall scale the
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heavens: higher than the stars of God I shall set my throne” (Isaiah
14:12-13). Similarly Ezekiel’s satire on the fall of Tyre mocks the city,
“Because your heart has grown proud you thought, I am a god. I am
divinely enthroned far out to sea” (Ezekiel 28:2). To build a high tower
was to make a proud claim to divine power.

Ziggurats
THis compLEX OF ideas. of idolatrous claims to divine power, was no
doubt related to the ziggurats of Mesopotamia. These were towering
temples, built solid in receding steps, and reaching up some 200 to
230 feet. The act of worship took place on the top.

Over two centuries ago the ziggurat of Borsippa, a few miles south of
Babylon, was hailed as the original tower of Babel. It still stands nearly
115 feet high, and shows clear traces on the top of a vertical cleft and
mud bricks vitrified by the heat of a lightning strike. In the excitement
of the discovery, this evidence of a lightning strike was taken as the
manifestation of God’s vengeance.

Pentecost

In THE CHRISTIAN tradition the miracle of languages at Pentecost is
understood as the reversal of the scattering of the peoples at Babel.
The ability of the people of so many nations all to understand the same
language is a sign of the beginning of the restored unity of the world. It
overcomes the disunity and hostility of the scattered nations, making
them again into one united community. It therefore presages the com-
ing of peace and harmony which is to be brought into being by the
outpouring of the Spirit.

Praver
Lord, by this second appearance of pride you warn us
against the arrogance of human achievements. If we build our towers
and empires, help us to ensure that we remain within the limits
you set, and give the praise to you.
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11 GENESIS 12:1-9

THE CALL OF ABRAHAM

e

ABRAHAM’S CALL IS the most significant moment in the history of
Israel—or to the Christian believer in all history, apart from the events
of Jesus’ death and resurrection. This is where the story begins: we are
all children of Abraham. At this moment begins the continuous history
of the Hebrew people, though not yet in the form of modern history
such as we would expect to find in a modern textbook.

Ur of the Chaldees

THE civiLizaTioN FROM which Abraham was drawn was a magnificent
one. The great ziggurat of Ur of the Chaldees on the Mesopotamian
plain near the Persian Gulf still towers 200 feet above the plain. In the
royal tombs discovered by Sir Leonard Woolley in 1925, the gold
wreaths and statuettes and finely carved jade figurines vie with the
tomb of Tutankhamun. Like many peoples on this open, burningly hot
plain, they worshiped the sun and the moon, which frequently occur in
their jewelry.

All this was Abraham summoned to leave. He was called to give up
the sophistication and splendor of this merchant city for a dirty, soli-
tary nomad’s goat-hair tent, surrounded by sand, ashes of burnt-out
cooking fires and animal droppings.

An Unknown God

By whomM? By an unknown God, who simply promised to be Abraham’s
personal protector. Why should Abraham believe that his name was to
be famous, that all nations would bless themselves by him? He knew
nothing of what we know about God, not even his name. He was known
simply as “the god of Abraham.” Later the same God received two
more equally awesome and impersonal titles, “the Fear of Isaac” and
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“the Mighty One of Jacob,” as this personal bond was confirmed re-
spectively to Isaac and Jacob.

The full realization that God was the creator and master of the
universe did not become clear to Israel for another thousand years, at
the time of the Babylonian Exile. No idea of the unfailing love of God,
as revealed to the prophet Hosea. No Law, no sacrifice, no sabbath. Did
Israel’s loyalty to God even exclude reverence to other deities? The
only firm bond was the certainty that in the hands of this protector
Abraham’s person and family were safe. How? No details.

The Starkness of the Desert
THERE 1S A certain starkness about this engagement, like the starkness
of the desert itself. In the desert there is no concealment and no pre-
tense. All is exposed on the flat sand, under the burning sun. No
corners on the road, no bushes or rocks for shade, no shoots of vegeta-
tion to nourish hope. Only pitiless confrontation with the absolute.

There is a quiet ferocity about the desert which drives the human
mind to God in helpless weakness. Like other desert religions, Abra-
ham’s relationship to God brooked no images. No picturing or imagin-
ing can suffice to portray the awesome God who fills the horizon. It is
not surprising that both Judaism and Islam refuse to have any repre-
sentation of God. This would be a limiting and trivializing factor, cut-
ting down an awesome divinity to something which the human imagina-
tion can cope with. Islam does have the sacred black stone at Mecca,
but its very facelessness is itself significant.

For Paul, Abraham is the model of faith, I think. for two reasons.
Firstly, because of the contrast between what he had and the way of life
he accepted, a way of life which is intrinsically unstable and haphaz-
ard, deprived of all security in itself. Secondly, because of the unrea-
soning faith he showed. He asked for no proof and received none; he
simply relied on the word of promise and so on the personality behind
it.

PrAYER
God of Abraham, we still know you so little, but you
call us to put all our trust in you. When all around is desert,
grant me confidence in your loving care.
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]_2 GENESIS 12:10-20

ABRAM IN EGYPT

e

The Oral Tradition

WE Now EMBARK upon the stories of the patriarchs, the original fathers
of the people of Israel. These are tales passed down by word of mouth
round campfires, at water holes, at family gatherings, and at markets—
wherever members of the tribes met together and passed on the tradi-
tions of their people. The nature of the storytelling corresponds to this
sort of occasion rather than to the conventions of modern academic
historians or law courts. They are no less true for that. Had they been
otherwise, it is unlikely that they would have survived!

It is a good deal easier to remember and repeat a well-told story
than to pass on a dry, analytical account. But we should expect a
certain concentration on the essential point of a story at the expense of
some of the details. In telling a good story the exaggeration or simplifi-
cation of details is perfectly legitimate. Indeed, a good storyteller re-
joices to weave a story slightly differently at each telling.

Nevertheless, in these stories of the patriarchs unimportant details
are often preserved with almost unbelievable fidelity. Recent archaeo-
logical finds have given us considerable knowledge of the laws and
customs of the times. Again and again these are reflected in the stories,
although such details often had no sense or significance when the
stories were still being told, nearly a thousand years after the original
happenings.

The faithful repetition of stories for so many centuries is in itself an
extraordinary testimony to the value the Hebrews put on their tradition.
They knew that they were the heirs of the promises made by God to
their forefathers. Every detail of the way God had cherished and fa-
vored them remained important to them—as it is also to us.
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Sarai Saved from Pharaoh
HARDLY HAD THE promise been given, when disaster nearly struck: had
Sarai been carried off into the Pharaoh’s harem, that would have been
the end of the story. It was the divine warning that prevented it, for God
had yet to fulfil his promise and could not let it falter so soon. Credit
can hardly go to Abram.

There is surely some humor in showing the cowardliness of the great
father of the people of promise! He is perfectly willing to sacrifice his
wife, and is concerned only to save his own skin and even make a little
profit. Beyond the humor there is also the more serious lesson that
God’s promises do not depend on human strength or resolution. How-
ever weak his human instruments, God still wins through!

The subterfuge of Abram is explained by a horror of adultery: it was
perfectly acceptable for the Egyptian to take an unmarried girl into his
harem, but not to commit adultery against another man. Hence
Abram’s pretense that the woman he has with him is his sister rather
than his wife.

In fact she may have been both wife and sister. at any rate legally.
Recent discoveries have shown that in calling her his sister he may not
have been lying, though certainly suppressing the more important
truth. Ancient legislation allowed a man to enhance his wife’s status by
adopting her also as his sister: Abram makes use of this custom to
divert attention from her marital situation.

To those with experience of modern Bedouin encampments it may
seem unlikely that the great Pharaoh. ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt.
with his sophisticated and luxurious court, should have fallen for a
nomad’s wife. This is precisely where the canons of storytelling and
academic history differ: in the conventions of the former it is a pardon-
able exaggeration that a village headman should be described as Pha-
raoh.

PrAYER
Father, you protect us from ourselves. However weak we are,
you still accomplish your purpose through us. Grant me to bask in
your strength, and also to join with you steadfastly in
your purposes.
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13 GENESIS 13

ABRAM AND LOT SEPARATE

e

Abram the Nomad

THE picrure or Abram given us by the Bible is that of a petty nomad.
He roams the countryside with flocks of sheep and goats, carrying all
his goods on a couple of donkeys. Even nowadays these would consist
virtually only of a large goat-hair tent, a mattress or two. a few rugs and
cooking pots (sometimes a battered transistor radio). He can move
away. leaving the tent open and untenanted., because there is nothing
to steal. He avoids the centers of population. but often stays near them
because they have the water and the fertile ground.

Abram is between Bethel and Ai. and settles at the Oak of Mamre
near Hebron. Water can be fetched in sheepskin gourds or pottery
pitchers from the town’s source of water. and there will be grazing for
the flocks on the margins of the settled area. It is a way of life that
makes a modern gypsy caravan look gold-plated. All the nomad’s
wealth is in his family and his flocks.

After his payoff in Egypt, Abram’s wealth has increased. We need
not imagine his sheep and goats noisily thronging the countryside, for
the grazing area required per beast on the margins of the desert would
be twenty to thirty times that required on a home farm.

Even today, when income can be supplemented by selling simple
herbs in the towns. it is rare to see more than two or three tents
together; the land simply cannot provide support. If the flock begins to
grow. movement of flocks to find grazing soon becomes wide-ranging:
disputes between herdsmen over the better grazing areas will soon
flare.

Separation
THe sTtory oF Lot presupposes that the Dead Sea area. under which
Sodom and Gomorrah are assumed to be submerged. is still fertile
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country. The phenomenon of the Dead Sea, evil-smelling, surrounded
by hostile rocks, devoid of fish, vegetation, birds (the Greeks called it
“the Birdless Sea™), has at least not yet infected that area. The area
still enjoys the more savory name of “the Jordan plain.” It is certainly
true that the irrigated areas to the north and southeast of the Dead Sea
are lusciously fertile. Given water, the warmth at this lowest spot on the
earth’s surface produces fast-growing crops in abundance.

So Lot chooses for himself this attractive countryside, now vanished
but imagined to be like “the garden of the Lord” or the Delta of Egypt.
In so doing he deserts the Promised Land—with the consequences
which will soon become clear.

Abram had given Lot the choice, with extraordinary generosity, all
the more generous in a patriarchal situation where Abram was very
definitely the head of the clan. It is anyway a sad decision for Abram:
he still has no heir, and now loses a possible substitute and family
help. Lot’s choice means also that he loses the more fertile territory.

It all means that Abram is cast back even more strictly onto the
promise of the God who appeared to him. No distraction or safety valve
is allowed. To emphasize the point, the promise is now repeated.

Praver
Lord, your servant Abraham put nothing before your promise,
and placed all his trust in that alone. Enable me to make your
promise of life and of intimacy with you the sole motivation
in my life too.
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14 GENESIS 14

THE CAMPAIGN OF THE
FouR GREAT KINGS

e

THE storY oF this campaign has puzzled historians. From a literary
point of view the story is quite unlike any of the other narratives of
Abram. The four great kings are not the petty chieftains with whom
Abram is used to dealing, but are rulers of great empires.

The names of the kings do not fit any period of history. nor is cooperation
between these empires likely, still less against little townships in the Jordan
Valley. The suggestion that Abram defeated them in battle is absurd, though
the Bible only actually says that he recovered the spoil, without detailing
how this happened. Another difficulty is that “Hobah, north of Damascus” is
hundreds of miles outside Abram’s range.

There are odd little features of the narrative which might provide
clues. What function have the “bitumen wells in the Valley of Siddim”?
This might be a clue that this story basically explains features of the
landscape, like the explanation of the Cave of Makkedah in Joshua
10:27. What is the purpose or symbolism of the number of retainers,
318, whom Abram took with him? Since numbers are represented by
letters of the alphabet, there may be some hidden meaning here.

In view of these bristling difficulties. it may be best to conclude that
we cannot now recover the episode on which this story is built. The
writer is using names drawn from world history. the names of these
great empires, to show that Abram enjoyed special divine protection,
which extended even to military prowess.

It is a story which would have touched a chord in an audience
familiar with these great empires of the East. It is also a merited
humiliation for Lot, after his desertion of the land of promise in favor of
the luxuriant Jordan Valley, and a further instance of Abram’s generous
loyalty toward him.
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Melchizedek

THE MYSTERIOUS INCIDENT of Melchizedek has inspired Christian tradi-
tion from the Letter to the Hebrews onward. Historically, this “king of
Salem” is no doubt king of Jerusalem. His name means “my king is
justice,” and is closely related to the name of David’s priest, Zadok.
Presumably David, in capturing Jerusalem, took over the priesthood of
that city also, who saw its ancestry in Melchizedek.

The contact here between Abram and Melchizedek is therefore all
the more significant as the first contact between the Hebrew nomad and
the city of Jerusalem. There is a courteous exchange between them, the
priest-king giving his blessing, and Abram replying with material gifts.

A further dimension is added to the Melchizedek tradition by Psalm
110, which pronounces the Messiah to be “a priest for ever, of the
order of Melchizedek.” This means that the expected figure is to be
heir to the priestly traditions of Jerusalem as well as to the royal
traditions of David. The psalm has been important in Christian tradi-
tion, quoted by Paul and in the Gospels on the lips of Jesus, of the
exaltation of Jesus in power at the right hand of the Father.

The Letter to the Hebrews uses the psalm to depict Christ’s priest-
hood as following that of Melchizedek. Christ’s priesthood, which is not
and cannot be of the Levitical order, is of a new order, which is at the
same time a return to the older order of Melchizedek. The mysterious
and unannounced appearance of Melchizedek is seen as an image of
the eternity of Christ’s priesthood, having neither beginning or end.

Thus for the Christian Melchizedek represents a wonderful unity of
biblical tradition, integrating the beginnings of revelation at the time of
Abraham with its fulfillment in Christ. The campaign of the four kings
is mysterious. Melchizedek himself is mysterious. Yet the whole inci-
dent serves to suggest the forward thrust of God’s plan, already aimed
toward Christ.

Praver
Father, in your priest-king Melchizedek you somehow
prefigured Christ your Son. We thank you for your continuous care
of your people from that day to this, and your gradual revelation
of your love and wisdom.
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15 GENESIS 15

THE COVENANT WITH ABRAM

e

THE coveNaNT WiTH Noah had consisted in an open covenant for the whole
human race, but now God makes a special covenant with Abram, making
Abram and his family specially chosen. In one sense this is only a repeti-
tion of the call in chapter 12: in another it is an important new stage in
which God formally binds himself by ritual. In this sense it already looks
forward to the definitive covenant on Sinai which embraces the whole
people of Israel.

The incident begins with an assurance by God, which is little more than
a repetition of the promise given in chapter 12. But this time Abram
demurs and questions God’s earnestness. since he is childless.

The horror of childlessness appears on two levels: firstly, the primitive
state of belief in a future after death makes continuance of the line by
means of children all the more important; the dead person simply returns
to the fathers, and an heir carries on his personality.

Secondly, in a primitive desert nomadic existence, old people, unsup-
ported by the vigor of youth. are in a truly sorry state. It is common enough
today in Palestine that when a father has a son he deserts his own name
and renames himself the father of his son: Abu Dahud, the father of David.
So important is an heir. If Abram has no heir of his family, he will have to
adopt a member of his household as his heir, a process well attested in
ancient Mesopotamian legislation.

The Faith of Abram

AFTER THE REPETITION of the promise, however, comes the first crucial
reference to Abram’s faith, which “was reckoned to him as uprightness”
(NRSV and many modern translations use the word “righteousness™). For
Christians this statement is irrevocably marked by the use made of it by
Paul in his Letters to the Galatians and Romans. There he uses it in a
particular theological context, controversy over the value and function of
the Mosaic Law. Paul insists that no observance of the Law can merit
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uprightness: God’s original promise, long before the Law was given, was
not to those who observed the Law, but to those who had faith in him, a
faith which is now fulfilled in Christ, his Son.

The sense of two words, “faith” and “uprightness,” to the Hebrew mind
is clearly crucial. The latter concept is straightforward enough: there is no
lack or deficiency in something “upright.” An upright weight is the true,
correct weight, not one which defrauds. Someone who rightly wins, in a
battle or controversy as well as a law court, is vindicated and is considered
upright. People who are true to themselves and their promises are upright.
It is perhaps, as much as anything, a conception of wholeness. So for
Abram this made him all he should be, this was all that was necessary, he
was complete and pleasing to God.

The idea behind “faith” here is nothing to do with intellectual belief.
The basic idea here expressed by “put his faith” is finding reliability,
firmness, and stability. The root word is “Amen.” “Amen” is a response
and an acceptance. You say a prayer and I add “Amen” to express that it is
my prayer too. You challenge me to an oath and I say “Amen” to show that
I bind myself by that oath. I make that prayer or that oath firm. So when
Paul calls Christ the “Amen” of the Father (2 Corinthians 1:19-20), he
means that in Christ the promises of the Father are realized and fulfilled.
So in this case of Abram it means he placed all his confidence in God and
ceased to worry.

The Ritual

THE SCENE OF the covenant is mysterious and awesome, in the darkness
after sunset, when a trance or a deep, dark dread has come upon Abram. Is
it a dream or a waking reality? The ritual of cleaving the victims in two has
a magical origin: may the two halves come together again if I break my
oath. Normally the two parties making the pact or contract take the path
between the halves of the victims. In this case only God, under the awe-
some image of the smoking torch, takes the path, for the pact is one-sided:
God is binding himself, and Abram is only the recipient of the promise.

Praver
Lord God, Abram found his stability in you, and that was
all he needed. Whatever turmoil, worries, and upsets come my way,
grant me this trust of Abram, and the confidence that you
will support me and bring me through them.
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16 GENESIS 16

THE BIRTH OF ISHMAEL

e

The Legal Background

To UNDERSTAND THIS somewhat strange story it is important to know
some of the background of contemporary Near Eastern law. We have
already considered the importance of an heir, especially for desert
nomads. If a wife was barren, she could present to her husband one of
her slave girls, considered as a sort of seedbed. who would then pro-
vide her husband with an heir in her place. In some legislation the
true, barren, wife then has authority over her slave girl’s child.

There were obvious dangers in this process. among them the danger
of the slave girl supplanting her mistress in her husband’s affection,
the mistress becoming jealous, insults and rivalry in either direction.
The legal system, which was far from primitive, laid down in detail the
rights and obligations of the three parties involved, and also of the
children. In the worst instance. if the slave girl taunted her mistress,
the mistress could demand that she be expelled. Sarai seems to have
taken a slightly different course of action, which led to the same result!
But the Bible is not concerned to accuse or justify the actors involved
in this drama, and does not explain to us where the blame lay.

The Angel of the Lord

This 15 THE first of many appearances of the Angel of the Lord. This
Angel is not like other angels. but is a special figure, appearing with
special frequency in these early stories of the patriarchs. and only
rarely later. “Angel.” of course, means “messenger.” In many ways the
Angel of the Lord seems to be equated with God himself.

The Angel of the Lord is a vehicle for solving the problem of main-
taining two important theological positions. God’s awesome and unap-
proachable transcendence, and God’s intimate and loving concern with
human affairs. So here the Angel of the Lord speaks to Hagar. and she
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considers that the Lord himself has spoken to her. Similarly. in the
story of Jacob. the Angel of the Lord claims the title of “the God who
appeared to you at Bethel” (Genesis 32:13). The Angel of the Lord is a
sort of visible manifestation of God. a way in which God may be seen at
work in the world without actually making God visible and audible.

The Ethnic Dimension

IN THESE EARLY stories there is often a shimmering between individuals
and the tribe they represent, and they reflect each other. So in this case
the tribe of the Ishmaelites are seen in their ancestor Ishmael, and
their qualities are attributed to him. They receive the same blessing of
becoming numerous as Abram himself had received. To the later de-
scendants of Isaac and Jacob. beginning to become sedentary and agri-
cultural, the wild and lawless raiders from the desert were a threat.
They could sweep out of the desert in the south and vanish back to it
with their booty.

This is why Ishmael is given the destiny of being “a wild donkey of
a man, his hand against every man, and every man’s hand against
him.” Part of David’s success, as he rose to power in the southern tribe
of Judah, was that he managed to police and control these wild raiders.

The well of Lahai Roi was probably the tribal center of the Ishmael-
ites, deep in the Negeb. Its name is given a meaning by this story. in a
typical Hebrew way. All names were felt to be significant, and were
attached. often with considerable strain. to meaningful words with a
similar sound. The name El Roi of itself means the God of Roi. so the
God who is worshipped at or by Roi. The meaning which Hagar gives to
“Roi” is strained and depends on popular etymology and what it meant
at the time.

The story shows the difficult relationship between these two related
peoples. It attributes this, too. to God who blesses each nation and
tribe in the way he wills.

PrAYER
Lord God, you are the Father of all humanity, even of those
tribes or nations which disagree with us or oppose our interests.
Grant me tolerance toward others, and an abtlity to see
their point of view.
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17 GENESIS 17

COVENANT AND CIRCUMCISION

e

A Covenant with Obligations
WE 1AVE ALREADY read about Abram’s call with a promise from the
Lord. and about the mysterious covenant cut (in Hebrew you “cut a
covenant”) by means of the passage between the halves of the victims.
That was a one-sided covenant, by which the Lord imposed obligations
on himself without seemingly demanding corresponding duties from
Abram.

Now comes a different account, stemming from the Priestly tradi-
tion. This imposes obligations on Abram and. as a sign of a new rela-
tionship. a new name on both him and his wife. The obligations are
moral, religious. and ritual: moral. the daunting challenge to be perfect:
religious, to have God as their God forever; and ritual, to be circum-
cised.

The repeated references to fatherhood of many nations, and to the
covenant made with him. serve to stress the central point of his impor-
tance: he is the first link in the chain of the promise which Israel
inherited. and on which Israel’s existence depended. In Islam he is
called “the friend of God.”

Circumcision

Tue kxact siGNIFICANCE of the removal of the foreskin of the male
member is not clear. In origin it may be a measure of hygiene. In most
nations where it was practiced in the ancient world it was connected
with puberty, preparation for sexual intercourse and for full adult mem-
bership of the tribe. Egyptian texts suggest that it included a test of
bravery in accepting the pain without crying out. As a religious rite it
no doubt included the idea of consecrating to God the means of genera-
tion. a recognition that life and its reproduction belong to God alone.

For Israel. however, it became the principal sign of membership of
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the covenant people, performed eight days after the birth of a male
child. It is not clear how unique Israel was among its neighbors in
practicing circumcision in ancient times. Certainly circumcision, like
other ritual distinguishing practices (sabbath and food laws), began to
gain its full importance only during the Babylonian Exile, when the
Israelites needed to assert their difference from those around them. In
the early legal texts it is mentioned only twice, which suggests that it
was not seen to have major significance.

At the same time as stressing the importance of this physical opera-
tion, the prophetic texts of the period of the Exile stress the importance
of “circumcision of the heart.” Circumcision itself has no value unless
it is a sign of wholehearted devotion and commitment to God’s cove-
nant.

Names

THROUGHOUT BIBLICAL HISTORY naming was a sign of taking possession
and control. By naming the beasts Adam asserted his mastery over
them. Jesus imposes a new name and a new function on Simon, calling
him Peter and making him the Rock of his new Israel. These names
normally have a significance, or, if they do not, are given one! This may
involve a rather strained pun, as the well of Lahai Roi in the previous
chapter. “Abram” and “Abraham” are in fact alternative forms of the
same name, meaning “great through his father,” and the meaning “fa-
ther of a multitude” would fit the name “Abhamon.”

In the same way, “Sarah” and “Sarai” are alternative forms of the
same name, meaning “princess.” The surprising mention of Abraham’s
laughter is the first of several allusions to the name “Isaac.” At various
times Sarah, Abraham, and Isaac himself are said to smile or laugh—
in justification of the name. Yitzhag, which becomes “Isaac” via Greek
though the
original form was probably yitzhag-el, “God will smile on him.”

i1

and Latin transliterations, means “he will laugh/smile,

Praver
Father, you gave your people circumcision as an external
sign of their devotion to your covenant. Grant that in me and in
your Church external signs may not slide into hypocrisy, but
may always be signs of our real devotion to you.
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18 GENESIS 18

THE ANGEL OF THE LORD
VISITS ABRAHAM

i o

Hospitality
THIs VISIT FALLS into two parts, concerned respectively with a son for
Abraham and the fate of Lot’s town of Sodom. It is a scene of courtly
oriental hospitality, where the guests are anyway received with deference
and generosity. The hotel trade being unknown. and perpetual traveling a
way of life, hospitality was all the more important. Even today there is a
Jewish saying, “A sabbath without guests is no sabbath.”

Abraham does them profound reverence, begs them not to pass him
by, fetches water for their feet, and bids them rest. Then, with the
courteous self-deprecation that it is only “a little bread,” serves them
the most sumptuous meal we encounter in the Pentateuch (the first five
books of the Bible). Only when these preliminaries are complete does
business begin.

The question, of course, is who the guests are. They are sometimes
singular and sometimes plural. Abraham addresses them as “My lord,”
using a title which may be used of the divinity. The eventual editors of
the Hebrew Bible regarded it already as a divine title. When it comes
to the promise of a son being given, the visitor is suddenly in the
singular, and is named with the divine name, “the Lord,” “Yahweh.”
He makes the promise and guarantees it by the same name.

On the other hand, when it comes to setting out for Sodom. there is a
split: the two men go off to Sodom and the Lord/Yahweh stays in Abra-
ham’s presence. The early writers and artists of the Church saw this
wavering as a hint of the Trinity, for the three visitors between them in
a way seem to make up one Godhead. This is, however, a purely
external judgment. not very helpful toward understanding the mystery
which will be revealed only in Christ.
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The Promise

THE BIRTH OF Isaac is to be the first of a series of births by the powerful
intervention of God, and beyond human means, especially the births of
Samuel. John the Baptist, and Jesus. All these attest the persevering
care of God for the people of his promise. Usually it is only the woman
who is barren; in this case it is suggested that both parents are too aged
for conception. The postponement of the fulfillment of the promise to
Abraham is the primary test of his faith. Others will follow.

Bargaining

THE BARGAINING OVER the salvation of Sodom is again a splendid orien-
tal story. As anyone who has experienced the bazaars of Jerusalem will
know, bargaining is a game played with exaggerated courtesy, flattery,
and more artistry than logic. The game is at least as important as the
final settlement, and skillful play merits its reward. So Abraham puts
God on his mettle by calling attention to God’s impeccable record of
justice as judge of the whole world.

At every step he apologizes more profusely, even (or especially)
when he is about to make the outrageous suggestion that God intends to
destroy the city for the sake of five men. It would be against the rules
for God to point out the logical flaw, so he has to give way once again.
Each successive plea of Abraham is presented as a final offer!

Abraham must be pleased at the end, when he has whittled the
stake down from fifty to ten. The game has been played and won. It
makes no odds that the whole game is irrelevant because Abraham
cannot even raise the price on which they have agreed! The story is
typical of the warm humanity of the Yahwistic tradition, in which even
God is prepared to enter so sportingly into the negotiation of a bargain
with a human being.

Praver
. Lord, our relationship with you in prayer need not
always be stately and solemn. You show us also that humor and
playfulness are gifis of God, and that they can serve your generosity.
Grant us confidence and dignity, even when approaching
your awesome majesty.
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19 GENESIS 19:1-29

DESTRUCTION OF SODOM

e

Depravity at Sodom
THERE ARE SEVERAL shocking features in this narrative. The story is told
unsparingly. The men of Sodom are blatant in their demands, the angels
feisty in their response and defense of Lot. Perhaps the most shocking
element is the unhesitating way in which Lot offers his virgin daughters to
the lust of the townsfolk. He, at any rate, thinks that their sexual orienta-
tion is not directed exclusively to males.

The Hebrews certainly had a detestation of homosexuality; in the law
codes homosexual intercourse is punishable with death. In this they stood
in marked contrast to the Hellenistic civilization. The difference is per-
haps founded on a difference in the evaluation of marriage, and so of the
dignity of women.

In the Bible the importance of the companionship of man and woman in
marriage is staked out in the first chapters: companionship between the two
partners on equal terms is the reason for the creation of woman: they are to
form one “flesh,” or one being. Although legislation on such matters as
adultery does not give the woman the same rights as the man, real partner-
ship between man and wife may be seen again and again in the Bible.

Time and again women play a prominent and respected role of their
own: Deborah, Jezebel, Athaliah, Judith spring to mind. By contrast in the
ancient civilizations of the Near East women are considered much more as
sex objects, under the patronage and leadership of fertility goddesses. In
the Hellenistic civilization there is little sign of appreciation of partnership
between the sexes; a homosexual relationship, particularly between adult
and youth, is considered noble and an important element in a complete
education of the young. In the Bible there is a much stronger sense of
family, its values. loyalties. and obligations, than is obvious in the litera-
ture of the surrounding peoples.

But this does nothing to lessen the shock of Lot’s offering his daughters
to the attentions of his rapacious townspeople. There is a similar spine-
chilling offer in Judges 19. The men of Gibeah show the same homosexual
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lust for a guest, but are fobbed off with the offer of his concubine, whom
they abuse to death. The two related stories perhaps help to explain each
other: in each case the purpose of the story is to show the absolute sacred-
ness of hospitality. Nothing, even the most horrific of other crimes, may
come before its demands.

In the case of the Sodomites the purpose of the story is to show that they
were utterly depraved and would stop at nothing. This is the immediate
prelude to their annihilation. In New Testament times Sodom is the classic
case of refusal to convert; even so, Capernaum suffers by comparison, for
“if the miracles done in you had been done in Sodom, it would have been
standing yet” (Matthew 11:23).

The Destruction

THE EXTRAORDINARY LANDSCAPE of the shores of the southern end of the
Dead Sea, the traditional location of Sodom, certainly needs explanation.
Its grim silence, eerie smell, and intense solitude cast a hush over the
visitor. The gaunt modern plants for extraction of its salt and other chemi-
cals do nothing to improve this impression. The contrast with the lush
vegetation of the southeast corner of the sea, below where the River Arnon
flows in, is all the more striking. The explanation given by the Hebrews
was that it could only be the result of divine punishment.

In former years there was a persistent myth that remains of the city
existed under the waters of the Dead Sea, awaiting the attentions of ar-
chaeologists. The drying-up of the southern end of the sea in recent years
has shown that this idea has no foundation.

A further feature of the landscape is the curious isolated, eroded fingers
of rock pointing heavenward among the beetling cliffs to the west of the
sea. Many cultures have a story of punishment for looking back regretfully,
for failure to stick decisively by a hard decision. Perhaps the best known is
that of Euridice, the wife of Orpheus, on her journey up from the world of
the dead; by looking back she loses her chance of return to life. The
feature in the landscape is explained by a similar fault in Lot’s wife: was it
regret, or only curiosity?

PravErR
Lord, the annihilation of the wicked city serves me as
a reminder of ultimate punishment. I cannot avoid failing you from
time to time, but give me always the grace to acknowledge my sin,
to repent and return to you in humility and penance.
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20 GENESIS 20

ABRAHAM AT GERAR

e

THE sTorYy oF Abraham and Sarah at Gerar is a doublet of the story
about them at the court of Pharaoh in Genesis 12. and again of Isaac
and Rebekah at Gerar. In the handing on of stories by oral tradition
names easily change. The story of the preservation of the patriarch’s
wife from absorption into a high-ranked harem comes, then, three
times.

This version comes through the Elohistic tradition (see Introduc-
tion). It is the earliest full story from this tradition, though there are
some traces of it in the story of the covenant in Genesis 15. The name
of this tradition derives from the careful use of the divine name “God”
until the special, personal name “Yahweh/the Lord” has been revealed
at the Burning Bush in Exodus 3.

The Elohist stories are told without such immediacy and vividness
as those of the Yahwist. The characterization is less lively, and such
delightfully “human” characteristics of God as gave the charm to the
story of Abraham’s bargaining over Sodom could not occur. Often God
appears more distant: instead of the immediacy of contact seen in God
appearing and speaking to Abraham, God gives his messages (as in this
story) through dreams.

There are also some differences of theological emphasis between the
two streams. In general the covenant is more important to the Elohist.
whereas the Yahwist regards God’s act of grace as pure, unconditional
promise. Correspondingly. the Elohist has more care for human moral-
ity: in this story the moral implications are more clearly spelled out
than in the Yahwist version in Genesis 12, and the clear conscience of
Abimelech is made explicit. The author. however, still seems unaware
of the legitimacy of Abraham’s description of his wife as also his sister.
nor does he deem it necessary to excuse Abraham’s lack of scruple in
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abandoning her to the king’s attentions. One can only agree with Abim-
elech’s complaint, “What possessed you to do such a thing?”

Abraham as Intercessor

IT 1s INTERESTING that in Abimelech’s dream God says that Abraham is
a prophet. Abimelech is to ask Abraham to intercede for him. Abraham
is the first person in the Bible to be given the role of prophet. It is
meant not so much in the normal sense of one who speaks God’s will,
still less one who foretells the future (not the main task of a prophet).
The prophet is primarily a man of God and of prayer, who knows God’s
will and is close to God, and is therefore—as here—a powerful inter-
Ccessor.

On several occasions Moses is asked to intercede for the people to
avert God’s anger. Amos (Amos 7:2) and Jeremiah (Jeremiah 15:11)
also intercede for the people. But their intercession is effective only if
there is a conversion on the part of the people: “even if Moses and
Samuel pleaded before me, I could not sympathize with this people,”
says the Lord before the destruction of Jerusalem (Jeremiah 15:1).
Intercession for others has always been an important element in the
prayer life of Christians.

Praver
Lord, the prayer and affection of your friends for their friends
is dear to you. Help me to draw to you those in need, in my prayers
and in my simple thoughts before you. Prevent me from being
self-centered even in my prayers of intercession. Enlarge and
widen my love until it becomes as wide as yours.
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21 GENESIS 21

THE BIRTH OF ISAAC

s o

The Laughter of Isaac
THE BIRTH OF Isaac brings the first satisfying fulfillment of God’s prom-
ise. Ishmael, the slave girl’s son, would have been a poor substitute for
a son to Abraham through his wife.

The little verse pronounced by Sarah again puns on the name
“Isaac.” Normally the meaning of a name is expressed by the Bible in a
statement by the mother, in such terms as, “she named the child Icha-
bod, saying. ‘The glory is gone from Israel.” ” In the case of Isaac both
Sarah and Abraham have earlier laughed ironically at the promise of a
child in old age (17:17; 18:12), and one more use of the pun will be
Hagar playing with Isaac (21:9, the same verb in Hebrew). Now Sarah
refreshingly laughs for joy at the birth of her son.

The story of the dismissal of Hagar and her son has already been
told in chapter 16. As the divine names clearly show, that was a
Yahwistic version, and this is the Elohistic tradition. Tjﬁt/or_iggir,e

independent, for according to the ages given to Abraham, Ishmael

would be fourteen years old at this dismissal, too old to be carried by __
" his mother and left to die under a bush. Each is a story intended to
" explain the stormy relationship between the two cousinly peoples,
Israel and Ishmael, and centered on a well in the southern desert of
Judah. Presumably the well is known to both tribes, a meeting point

between them and perhaps a focus point of argument.

The Blessing of Water

WE SHALL LATER come across plenty of arguments over water holes in
Jacob’s time: such water rights may well have been the focus of argu-
ment between the herdsmen of Abraham and Lot, which led to their
separation. To dispute over the sources of water is to dispute over the
sources of life and wealth.
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Water is the key to life in Palestine, and everyone is aware of it.
There is an immediate response to such imagery as that of the messi-
anic shepherd, “By tranquil streams he leads me, to restore my spirit”
(Psalm 23). The wonderful vision in Ezekiel 47 of water flowing from
the temple, deeper and deeper, causing more abundant and fruitful
vegetation as it deepens, is an attractive symbol of God’s renewed
blessing on his people.

No pilgrim can share the experience of the Bible who has not come
back from the desert, dry and sticky-mouthed, to see the wonder of
greenery where the water flows. The Crusader Kingdom. too, fell to
thirst, when the army was penned on the Horns of Hattim, within sight
of the Lake of Galilee, but unable to reach the water. When Hagar’s
skin of water was exhausted, there really was nothing to do but leave
the child under a bush and weep. And it makes no difference if the
skin, hopefully given her by Abraham, has now been exchanged for a
plastic container enveloped in polystyrene:; when it is empty, you can
rely only on God.

The meaning of ‘‘Beersheba’
THESE TWO STORIES of relationships between Abraham and Abimelech
are both explanations of the name of Beersheba. then. as now, the
major center in the south of the country. “Beer” means “well.” “Sheba”
(like “bow” in English) has two completely different meanings, either
“to swear an oath” or the number “seven.” One story is attached to
each of these meanings.

PrAYER
Lord, open our eyes to the blessings of nature which you
lavish upon us. We are so used to them that we take them for granted.
Help us to appreciate them, to harvest them, and to thank you for
them. Help us also to work that those of your family who lack
them may enjoy such benefits too.
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22 GENESIS 22

ABRAHAM’S SACRIFICE

s o

The Test of Faith

THis sTORY GIVES the ultimate test of Abraham’s faith. After he has
waited so long for an heir to fulfill the promise God had given him, no
sooner had the promise seemed to be on its way to fulfillment than the
cup threatens to be dashed from his lips.

The story is sensitively told, centering on the contrast between the
merry excitement of the lad as aged father and beloved son set out
together on their expedition. and the old man, increasingly heavy-
footed in his misery. Even the narrator seems to drag his feet as the
dread moment arrives: the narrative advances more and more slowly.

Abraham remains tight-lipped as they set out, not explaining why
the wood has been cut, cryptic in his instructions to the two attendants.
He tenderly gives the boy only the wood to carry, keeping for himself
the knife and the pot of fire, with which the boy might do himself harm.
Their affection for each other warms the dialogue between them, with
the boy’s bouncy inquisitiveness and the father’s gentle repudiation of
the question. As the moment for sacrifice approaches, there is only a
stunned silence between them.

Human Sacrifice

THE CAREFUL NARRATIVE brings out to the full the obscenity of a father
sacrificing his son. It raises the question how Abraham could accept
the order, could even think that this was God’s command. Human
sacrifice, and precisely child sacrifice, was not unknown in the sur-
rounding nations during the period when these stories were being
handed down in Israel.

The tragic story of Jephthah”s sacrifice of his young daughter
(Judges 11:29-40) shows that it could even be thought to fulfill a vow
to Yahweh. The sacrifice of two sons by the rebuilder of Jericho
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(1 Kings 16:34) in the mid-ninth century is a piece of gruesome super-
stition: “Hiel of Bethel rebuilt Jericho. Laying its foundations cost him
his eldest son. and erecting its gates cost him his youngest.”

The Law forbids sacrifice to Molech (Leviticus 18:21), also called
“passing through” the fire. some sort of child sacrifice by fire. originat-
ing in Phoenicia. There was, then, enough of such practice in the world
to make such a dramatic prohibition worthwhile: in Israel this must
never occur. So the sacrifice of the son is checked, and the ram is
substituted as a victim.

Redemption of the First-born

THE saME INSTINCT that led to child sacrifice is more humanely ex-
pressed in another custom, that of redeeming the first-born. Whatever
opens the womb is considered to belong to the Lord. Animals are to be
sacrificed, but humans are to be redeemed. bought back at the price of
an animal sacrifice. God’s ownership of life is expressed by the tabu of
blood, the prohibition of consuming blood, which was felt to be the
vehicle of life.

Similarly, the redemption of the first-born is, in origin, a repeated
acknowledgment that all life belongs to God, and that fertility and the
continuance of life are his gift. In Israel it acquires the further dimen-
sion of commemoration of the redemption of Israel from captivity and
slavery in Egypt (Exodus 13:14-15). The link seems to be the tenth
plague, in which the first-born of all Egypt, human and animal, were
wiped out.

Praver
Lord, you reminded your people constantly by these means
that all life is yours, its beginning and its end. Grant me a reverence
both for human life and for its reproduction. In all matters of sex
we are your honored agents. Grant that all may see that you
are concerned in the moral problems of contraception
and euthanasia.
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23 GENESIS 23

THE ToMB OF THE PATRIARCHS

s o

THE PURCHASE OF a plot of land in what was to become the Holy Land
is of the highest significance, a landmark for Israel. For generations yet
they were to remain nomads, wandering over the border territory be-
tween civilization and desert. But now they had their tribal center, to
which they returned each year and where they buried their dead.

The Bargain

THE sToRY 1s told with a wit and precision which deserve some expla-
nation. That it is a story of oriental bargaining, when no one means
what they say or says what they mean, is obvious enough. But the steely
bargaining behind the exaggerated courtesy (“My lord,” “we regard you
as a prince of God”) depends on knowledge of contemporary law. The
people of Hebron are called “Hittites” and Hittite law codes of the time
hold the clue.

First they try to give him burial rights; but Abraham knows that if no
land is owned. no rights are granted. Then he tries to buy part of the
plot: but Ephron knows that if Abraham buys only part, he will not
have to take on the citizen obligations (equivalent to our tax obliga-
tions). Finally, Ephron, through the courteous suggestion that to a great
man like Abraham the sum is paltry indeed, demands a gigantic sum of
silver. A last charming touch: even the trees are mentioned as included
in the sale, as in every Hittite deed of sale. Abraham finds to his cost
that God is a more indulgent partner in a bargain than human mer-
chants!

The Memory of Israel
AT VARIOUS POINTS in the stories of the patriarchs it becomes clear that
the sacred truths of Israel’s God were preserved through human instru-
ments. The stories were handed down as folk stories are, told round
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campfires on winter evenings, by herdsmen swapping stories, by par-
ents soothing their young. Numbers and names of persons and places
become uncertain, a village headman grows in importance into a Pha-
raoh, features of landscape, custom. nomenclature are explained by a
story (the name “Isaac” recurs again and again in his story by the
frequent mention of “laughter,
laugh™). It is only the promise of God to Abraham and his constant

”

smiling,” for Yitzhag means “he will

protection that really matter.

Yet the memory can also be astoundingly correct. As the story of this
bargain was handed down for centuries, the storytellers handed down
faithfully the Hittite customs which give life to the story but had long
lost their meaning and relevance in the more sophisticated society after
the Exodus. How correct they were came to light only with the discov-
ery of Hittite legal texts at the beginning of this century. Such discov-
eries lend confidence to the whole historical basis of our faith.

Hebron Today

THE TowN LIES in a bowl. In the middle rises majestic the great classi-
cal basilica-type hall built by King Herod over the tombs of the pa-
triarchs. The blocks of stone themselves are magnificent, the largest
being over seven yards long and nearly two yards high. The aura of
reverence from three faiths, Jewish, Christian, and Muslim, for the
tombs within is almost tangible. If places can be sanctified by the
expression of faith in centuries of prayer and pilgrimage, here is one of
the most sacred. It has a continuous tradition of over three millennia,
as pilgrims remember the choice by God of three generations of almost
nameless nomads to be the founders of his people.

Praver
Lord, you granted a place where the fathers of your people
might rest. Grant that as we wait for the resurrection on the last day
we may rest in your arms as your chosen ones.
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24 GENESIS 24

THE MARRIAGE OF ISAAC

e

The Mission to Aram Naharaim
ABRAHAM’S TWO THRUSTS behind this mission are the promise of the
land and the continuance of the line. The promise of the land means
that his son must at all costs stay in the land which God has given
them. The continuance of the line is probably more a primitive tribal
instinct than motivated by any religious or theological reason. Abraham
is determined to keep the stock pure. This may be in order to avoid
contamination with the religions of the land, but these have so far
played no part in any of the stories, and we do not know how they were
conceived. In later times, at the settlement in Canaan after their period
in Egypt. and at the return to Judea from exile in Babylon, intermar-
riage and all contact with the local people was strictly prohibited.
Cultic and religious contamination was a real danger.

A delightful portrait of Rebekah and her family emerges. Rebekah
is quick and eager in serving her guest. but gives him plenty of time.
She goes beyond his request, not only offering to water the camels, but
even inviting him to stay the night. To remove all hesitation (and the
guest quite properly waits for confirmation from the head of the family),
Laban shows the same eagerness in running out to repeat the invita-
tion. It is perhaps not too cynical to remark that he has already noticed
the ring and the bracelets his sister is wearing, pledge of further
presents to come!

God’s Covenant Love
THE ENVOY’S IMMEDIATE success, the fulfillment of the sign he de-
mands, the warm welcome he receives, and the willingness of the
bride-to-be are all signs that the hand of God is there. The principal
emphasis, however, is on the sign and its fulfillment. This is repeated
several times in the course of the narrative, and stressed by the exact

48



way in which the signs are fulfilled. It is an expression of God’s fidelity
to his covenant, “his faithful love for my master” (verse 27).

This is the faithful love which echoes down the Bible, the guarantee
of his care. One of the fullest explanations of it is given in Exodus 34:
after the people have been unfaithful by idolatry of the Golden Calf,
Yahweh reveals the meaning of his name, as faithful love and forgive-
ness. But it is the basis of the whole of the covenant relationship. often
spoken (the refrain of many of the psalms. such as Psalm 136, “for his
great love is without end”), but more often unspoken and presumed.

There is a certain amount of confusion about Rebekah’s parentage.
In a couple of passages she is described as the daughter of Nahor. so
niece to Abraham. Elsewhere she is daughter of Bethuel, son of Nahor.
so grandniece to Abraham. By now. however. the head of the family is
her brother Laban. Family law at the time prescribed that if the head of
a family was father to a girl he could arrange her marriage without
consent. If, as in this case, the head of the family is brother to the girl,
he must ask her consent. This Laban duly does. As so often, oriental
courtesy cloaks the hard realities of business: the “rich presents to her
brother” are of course the bride price.

Praver
Father, in your love for your people you watch over each
detail of their existence. Just as you assured the continuance of
Abraham’s line in the Old Covenant, so you assure the continuance of
your Church in the New Covenant. Let us rest in this love,
confident that we rely on your strength, not our own.
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25 GENESIS 25:1-11

THE DEATH OF ABRAHAM

i o

ABRAHAM WAS LAID to rest in the tomb he had bought for his wife. His
immense catafalque is still revered at Hebron. in Herod’s impressive
building, as the tomb of the Friend of God. Since the massacre there in
1994 of Moslem worshipers by an Israeli fanatic. it is not only hallowed
by centuries of prayer but also a reminder of human intolerance even
(or especially) in the name of religion.

Belief in immortality or eternal life. the hope of Christians, comes at
the end of a long development. In the early centuries, as we see here in
the case of Abraham, it was thought that the dead person was simply
“gathered to his people.” falling back into the tribal corporate person-
ality; it is the tribal, not the personal, identity which is paramount. This
persists until David, who mourns for his infant son, the fruit of his
adultery with Bathsheba. “I shall <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>