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The Torah
as she is read

EDWARD L. GREENSTEIN

T used to be taken for granted
' that the way best to explain the meaning of a thing would be to’
. trace its history. To borrow an illustration from a modern Bibli-
' cist,! one would explain a house by recounting the stages in its
planning and construction, rather than describing the architecture
of the house, the functions and interrelations of its parts, its
relation to its environment, and so forth. Similarly, it used to be
taken for granted in such modern classics as Speiser’s Genesis and
Sarna’s Understanding Genesis? that the way best to explain the
meaning of a Biblical text, a story, say, would be to trace its
history. How did the story evolve into what it is in the text? If we

could recount its history, we could explain its meaning.
Why, for example, are there two accounts of Creation in
Genesis, differing in style and substance? A historically oriented
answer is: the two accounts were originally composed separately,
in different contexts, from different perspectives. A redactor later
juxtaposed them, leaving the original shape of each intact. Each
must, therefore, be read separately. They have different meanings.
What about the fact that someone has taken a great deal of trouble

to include both accounts, and in a certain sequence?

This problem becomes especially acute when we consider the
Flood story. Here, source criticism convincingly argues; two texts
have been spliced together. Should each source, JE and'P, be read
on its own after a redactor has taken pains to interlace them? Yes
and no. Yes, if we are interested in the historical significance of
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each source. No, if we want to understand the story as it has been
transmitted to us in the Bible, which is, after all, the only‘ way we
know it. Nobody preserved the Priestly source. The Jewish com-
munity has indeed preserved the Torah in its redacteq shape.
Nobody canonized JE or P or even, Josiah’s Reform notwithstand-
ing, D.? If they had been canonical, would they have been r.avaged
by the redactional process? No, it was the process of rec.lactlon that
created the sacred scripture that is Torah.* If the Torah is revealed,
revelation took the form of redaction.

This is, of course, epigrammatically expressed in the formula
of Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig: R = Rabbgm, “qur
teacher.’”’ Perush Rashi: The redactor whom source critics d.e51.g-
nate by the siglum ‘“R”’ is the one who transmitted To!'ah t9 us in its
sacred, canonized form. Although R cannot be credibly identified
with Moshe Rabbenu, R is our teacher nonetheless and can be
esteemed as Rabbenu. Our teacher was not a transcriber or author,
but rather a redactor:

It appears that a book like the Book of Genesis could npt have been put
together like a cheap newspaper, with the help of scissors and past.e.
Many expressions and turns of phrase formerly thoug!)t to be.characten§-
tic of one or another *‘source’’ increasingly reveal their meaning and their
intent within a well-ordered whole. Such a rounded unity is po't necessar-
ily the finished work of a single, early author. My ear, too, dl§tlngu15bes a
variety of voices in the chorus. Even the most ancient memories are I{kely
to have been preserved from a variety of motives and w:tll accordingly
have been rendered in a variety of tones. . . . And yet this st.ory t.las an
amazingly homogeneous character, although the homogeneity did not
exist from the beginning, but developed in t'\me.s

If the Torah is so homogeneous in 9i}s story and storytel}ing,
does that mean there were no sources? Hardly. The'Torah.ltself
quotes sources, the “Book of the Wars of YHWH" in par.tlcular
(Num. 21:14). Many times the narrator acknowledges the distance
in time between his material and his own situation (Gen. 2:242 12:6;
22:14, etc.). What it does mean is that the Torah comprises a
Joining of material such that a striking amount of literary and
thematic coherence obtained. How, then, should the Torah be rc?ad
to be understood? In pieces, by disintegrating its hard-won unity,
or as a whole, respecting its integrated form?
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It is not necessarily an altogether either/or proposition.
Brevard Childs, in his Introduction to the Old Testament as Scrip-
ture,® as well as in his prodigious commentary on The Book of
Exodus,’ first delineates the literature of the text in its historical
components and then describes the redaction of that literature. He
seeks to recover the ideology that underlies the form of the
redaction and, further, the implications for the meaning of a text
that arise from its position within the Canon. (For him, of course,
the Canon is the Christian one.) From a literary perspective, there
can be no denying that the form of a text and its position within a
larger context affect its meaning. Imagihe, for example, what
Genesis would mean if the second Creation story preceded the
first, or the manner in which we would react to the Golden Calf had
it not been preceded by two injunctions (Exod. 20:3, 19) against
graven images. What would lie at the heart of the Torah if Joshua
had been included within it? Childs’s approach is essentially his-
torical, though, asking most fundamentally what the text meant to
the community that canonized it, or fixed it in its sacred shape.

In a similar vein, the process of redaction leads Richard Elliott
Friedman to identify the latest editorial endeavors and assess their
historical significance.® He shows the ways in which one version of
Torah responded to earlier versions by revising and supplementing.
His book operates on the assumptions and procedures of conven-

tional source criticism. This is necessary perhaps for the kind of

work he is doing, but it therefore suffers from the uncertainties of
source-critical analysis. Note, for example, the presumptuousness
of a sentence like: “‘But surely it would have been better to write
nothing at all than to inform exiles that their channel to salvation is
the building which no longer exists [that is, the Temple of Solo-
mon]” (p. 21). Using this presumption, Friedman determines that
1 Kings 8:46-53 must antedate the Exile. Friedman may be correct
in his judgment, but his reasoning is imposed and not induced from
Biblical literature. Certainly the Temple was of vital importance to
those exiles who felt a clear imperative to rebuild it upon their
return to Jerusalem. Friedman similarly discriminates between a
pre-Exilic edition of Deuteronomy and an Exilic revision not on
the basis of language and style—which he admits are homogeneous
between the two putative editions—but on the basis of his own
logical assumptions. The theme of restoration after the Exile, he
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contends, must have arisen in the Exile and not before it. He seems
not to reckon with the alternative that it was precisely because
certain pre-Exilic materials did foresee a restoration following the
Exile that they served as sacred scripture for the exiles.

Source criticism has always rested on Western suppositions
and standards about logical sequence, the unacceptability of logi-
cal contradiction, the aesthetic blemish of duplication or repeti-
tion, the ideal of consistency. Studies of orally performed literature
in preliterate societies, however, demonstrate that ‘‘repetitions,
doublets, false starts, digressions, rough transitions and the like so
dear to the heart of biblical critics’ tend to pervade oral literature.’
This observation, coupled with the impossibility of confirming the
results of source-critical analysis empirically, render source-criti-
cal conclusions indecisive.

Nevertheless, the presence of a number of source-critical
discriminations in the same places does suggest probable bounda-
ries between literary materials. The premier instance is the Flood
narrative. Attempts have been made to view the structure of the
Flood account in Gen. 6-9 as a coherent literary unit.” Viewed as
an outline, from what I call an aerial view of the text, the Flood
narrative may appear smooth in its present form. But from the
ground, the level at which we actually hear or read the text, this
particular narrative is jagged. We are thrown back and forth
between passages by contrasts in style, jarring repetitions, and,
especially, downright factual contradictions that recur in the text.

Here, Friedman’s approach is useful. Where the literary form
appears not artful but political, a later redactor interfering with an
earlier version of the story, the most fruitful reading may be
 historical. Thus, the earlier Flood narrative of J is interlaced with
the later version of P in order to “correct” elements of the J
account that were unacceptable to P. According to P, only a priest
may make an offering to God, and then only at the ordained
sanctuary. In building his own altar and offering up animals to God,
Noah, from a Priestly perspective, was way out of line. So in P’s
version, Noah brought only two of each of the pure animals with
him; he didn’t need extras for offerings, which J’s seven of each
kind provided.
If P was, as seems likely, not only the compiler of the P
materials but also the redactor of the Torah—note, as a simple
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example, that Gen. 1 and most of Deut. 34, the framework of the
Torah, are P; or note that the backbone of Genesis, the ten toledot
(genealogy) passages, is P—why did P include those materials of
JE, as well as D, alongside or intertwined with the revised P
vers'lons? It’'s a “mystery,” Friedman admits. The answer is
elusnvg, but one may try anyway. Friedman’s own suggestion is
that P incorporated other, divergent sources into the Torah because
they a!l were traditionally ascribed to the same author, Moses

Mo.re likely, the redactor, whatever his orientation, felt cémpclle(i
t(l) include n}ateri?.ls other than P because those materials were
i\hree;(:‘);lz.recmus, if not sacred, to the Judean community in or after

Itis ‘also possible to see the motivation of including divergent
sources in one Torah more or less as Buber did: the art of the
Torah, the structuring that created a canonized text out of hitherto
profane, or_unauthoritative, materials, was in redacting. Our Torah
is not a painting but a collage. The final result is the art." This
assumes a redactor not entirely convinced of the early P ideology
but_ it could be accounted for by a revised Priestly orientation in the:
Exile, a position taken by Friedman.

Friedman approximates a Buberian posture when he discusges
the theology that emerges from the text once it has been combined
or redactici. “"I‘he Juxtaposition of the JE and Priestly Creation
account.s, .Fnedman writes (p. 120), ‘‘precipitated a narrative
synthesis with exegetical possibilities which neither of the original
documents possessed independently.” JE depicts a God intimate
pe_rsonal, and doting.”? P’s God is more transcendentally per:
celveq. He wop’t even use angels (thus, for example, P must tell of
Jacob’s renaming as Israel apart from the wrestle with God in Gen
32). In B’s Creation account in Gen. 1, God is cosmic and creates z;
barmomous or(.ier. JE’s account ip the Garden of Eden narrative
mtroduccs. an intimate God, grappling with the conflicts of his
creafures in a disorderly scene. The truth is conveyed by neither
version. The ongoing tension between the ideal and the all-too-
re-al-, which comes as close as one can to the truth, is evinced by the
plttlr.lg of the one account against the other. Why couldn’t the two
versions t{e editorially combined? I would use thefo’ll‘owing anal-
ogy. Imag.me a painting in which red and blue paint were mixed and
then applied to an entire canvas. Now imagine a canvas painted
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half red and half blue. The colors bounce off, responding to and
commenting upon one another. Such is the juxtaposition of the two
Creation accounts.

There are, however, redacted texts in the Torah in which two
(or more) sources were editorially combined. How should they be
read? Conventionally in Biblical scholarship, the sources would be
isolated—thwarting, and thereby demeaning, the redactor, Rab-
~ benu—and then interpreted. The results can be especially interest-
ing if an entire source, all of J, say, can be isolated and analyzed.
Then one could see what J was up to. This Harold Bloom has tried
to do for J.”? He observes, for example, a literary and thematic
coherence to this source, which begins with YHWH shaping the
first human from clods of earth and concludes with YHWH bury-
ing the greatest human, the prophet Moses, in an unmarked grave.
A concentric symmetry informs the next circle of structure, too. In
the Garden of Eden, YHWH forbade the man and woman to eat of
the Tree of Knowing; before Moses’ death, YHWH forbade him to
cross over into the Promised Land. There is even a stylistic
analysis of the narrative art of the Priestly source.'

The difficulties with this method of divide and conquer are not
hard to cite. Source criticism is a highly conjectural methodology.
Much material in the Torah probably does not come down within
any of the literary sources (such as J and P). The Testament of

" Jacob and the final songs of Moses, for example, are not attribut-
able to a source. But the most serious problem with examining the
structure of any hypothetical source is that we have no idea at all
about what might have been dropped in the course of redaction.
How complete are the remains of the sources in the present Torah?
Might crucial material be lying on the cutting room floor?

From a Jewish perspective—and there is an analogous Chris-
tian one, too (see Childs)—there is an even more serious problem.
It is one to which we have alluded before. None of the putative
sources was preserved as sacred in its preredacted shape. If the
Torah is sacred only in its redacted form, it is that form in which it
must be read as Scripture. Isolating narrative strands will not do.
What do the strands mean in their intertwined form? What is the
meaning of the braid that is the text?

Approaches to the text in its unified form have found expres-
sion in the midrashim, of course, especially in their analyses of
semikhut parshiyyot's; in Benno Jacob, the great German Jewish
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commentator whose Genesis exists in English only in a -
ized abrjdged form that does it a terrible:g disserv}i'ce ango ::ge
Exodus is about to appear in English unabridged (from Ktav); in
Cassuto, in Buber, in a variety of literary studies, and, m’ost
popularly, in Robert Alter’s The Art of Biblical Narrative.'s Ina
chapter entitled ““‘Composite Artistry,” Alter compares the redac-
.tor’s art of _composition to the filmic technique of “‘montage,”
Jux.tagosmg images so that they can communicate by means of
their interaction within our perceptions. Among the texts Alter
explores are the Joseph story, Numbers 16, and the two conflicting
accounts of how it was that David came to Saul’s camp.!

- A decade before Alter’s book appeared, the late great French
critic, Roland Barthes—who is egregiously omitted by Alter—
endeayored to explain the meanings conveyed by the composite
narrative in Gen. 32:23-33, the story of Jacob’s struggle.'®* Barthes
described the “‘logic” of sequence on composite Biblical narrative
as a.“meto.nymic montage”’: *“‘the themes (Crossing, Struggle,
Naming, _Alnmentary Rite) are combined, not ‘developed.’ . . .
Metor!ymlc logic is that of the unconscious. Hence it is perhaps in
that direction that one would need to pursue the present study, to
pursue the reading of the text—its dissemination, not its truth’.”"
The text 'e‘mbraces an apparent contradiction, one attributed by
source criticism to different documents. According to Gen. 32:23,

s Jacob crossed the Jabbok; Gen. 32:24 says he crossed over his

party. Did he cross, or didn’t he? If he did not, the struggle
connotes the triumph of a hero over the deity (demon?) who guards
the river.® If he did cross, his struggle was clearly a rite de
passage, a spiritual, symbolic, psychoanalyzable wrestling, im-
plied already in the midrash in which the combatant is saro shel
Esav, ‘:Esau’s guardian angel.” Need the text be read in an either/
or fashion, which is to select what will be considered and what will
be @scarded_or benignly neglected? Barthes says no. The two
readings are inextricably *‘tangled” together in the text. It is not
for us to disentangle them but to hold them in tension. In fact, just
as thf: text continues to refer to Jacob by both names (Jacob: the
conniver, and Israel: the one who strived with God), so the story
here holds both perceptions open. Again, if the téxt as redacted
keeps the readings open, is it fitting for the audience to close onein
favor of the other?

Peter D. Miscall in The Workings of Old Testament Narrative®
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asks us to leave open that which the text itself does not close.
Through a reading of several passages related to Abraham and
David, Miscall concludes that the morals of both figures are left
ambiguous. We should not assume, for example, that Abraham
followed the divine command to go to a new land out of any but
selfish motives. After all, does the text share his motives with us?
Miscall’s arguments provide a welcome caution against overread-
ing, assuming more than we are permitted to insinuate into the
text. However, his own readings are not neutral but rather super-
skeptical. He distrusts the ways in which the Bible presents its
characters to us. He is correct, however, in reprimanding commen-
tators for exploiting and distorting what the text says in order to
draw lessons from it.

Returning to the problem of how to read ‘‘tangled’’ texts, we
may ask whether we are supposed to identify different blocks of
source material in it, or different traditions that speak to or at one
another in the text. It has been eloquently argued by Robert
Polzin, for example, that the narrator of Deuteronomy both frames
and comments upon the words of Moses, ultimately superseding
Moses’ authority in presenting God’s word to the community. That
way, the narrator has commanded the respect he needs to carry
Moses’ materials further into the Deuteronomistic history (Joshua-
Kings) and legislate for the audience living at the tail end of that
history.? Polzin’s reading, however, hinges on the audience’s
perceptions of the breaking in and dropping off of the narrator’s
voice, perceptions of which I, at least, am not always convinced.
He sees the narrator purposely undermining the authority of
Moses and the uniqueness of Israel in order to interpose his own
authority and ideology. But whether the audience will perceive this
subtle argument within the rhetoric of Moses’ own speeches is
questionable.

In his analysis of the Garden of Eden story,? Joel Rosenberg,
too, suggests that the components of a text are identifiable. The
braid of composite Biblical narrative, to use our earlier metaphor,
comprises strands of different colors. We observe their interrela-
tion even as we retain our perceptions of the individual members.
Rosenberg characterizes this aspect of Biblical style as ‘‘an art of
quotation,” adducing various components of the Israelite tradi-
tion. The “redactional level of meaning,” the meaning of the text
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that emerges as the parts of the text comment on one another, “is
sqmetlmes at odds with the story’s plain or apparent mcaning.',’ He
tries ‘“to show that the logical analogies established in the story
arise from relations of its traditionary units’ (p. 20). Again, my
quarrel with such an approach is that the text itself does not s;gnal
our perceptions of different voices or traditions. When they be-
come meshed in a tight manner, can we really be meant to pry them
apart?

_ My own approach to a composite text respects the literary
pmty of the text until such time as the text itself calls attention to
its molecular structure. Without literary signals, 1 would read the
text .straight, allow for duplication, contradiction, and ambiguity
anfi incorporate the effects of duplication, contradiction, and ambi:
guity into my interpretation of the text. I have tried to exemplify
this way of reading in “An Equivocal Reading of the Sale of
Joseph.”’# There I deal in detail with Gen. 37 and subsééuent
passages that describe the circumstances under which Joseph goes
down. to Egypt. We are all familiar with the crux: did the brothers
sell him to .Ishr.naelites or did Midianites kidnap him from the pit?
The naf'ratlve intertwines two sequences of action so that it be-
comes 1mpos§ible to tell. It is my contention that the confusion in
the narrative is meaningful, the redactional process artful, and that
one finds a similar structure and function for that structure in Num.
16 We ha\(e what Barthes calls a “‘friction between two intelligibil-
ities.” Whlle it has been customary to settle for one and dismiss the
othel.', insist that the two sequences must be read distinctly—
dgsplte the efforts of the redactor to combine them or harmonize
them—I would plead for the integrity of the redacted text. I do not
here.repeat my interpretation of the ambiguous narrative because
that is l.es.s significant than the principle of reading, or hearing, the
text as it is, without superimposing preconceptions of what it ought
to be. (I am not talking about accidents of scribal transmission.
They are not to be regarded as serious. To interpret scribal errors
as sacred scripture is to interpret the typing of a chimpanzee as
poetry.)

Most contemporary literary analysis of the Biblical text seeks
to shovy how the text’s meaning arises out of its network of literary
or stylistic features as well as its overall structure.” Such study
takes an epistemological stance: the best way to know what the
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text means is to observe it in its various literary patterns and
devices, to see how it communicates and how it ““hangs together.”
It is held that these indicators are the clearest channels to drawing
out the text’s significance. Such methodology challenges the com-
parative method, which held sway for decades. The comparative
method maintains that to know the text best, I should examine it in
contrast with other texts. To know Genesis 1 best, for example, 1
should see how it distinguished itself from Enuma elish, or another
ancient Near Eastern creation account. A literary method would
seek out the patterns and recurrent formulae of the text, note the
effects of its diction, follow its allusions (if any), and so forth. It
may be best to utilize both approaches, wherever possible. But a
literary approach will hold that the text gives away its meaning by
its formal and rhetorical devices. Literary analysis, then, best
serves its practitioners by exposing the means by which the text
communicates. In recent years, in addition to literary analysis,
another method of revealing what the text means has proved
fruitful, especially for finding the levels of significance a text may
have beneath the surface of its stories: structural anthropology.

Literary methods tend to read the Biblical narrative not as
history, but as story. To the extent that the Torah’s story moves in
certain repeating patterns and articulates the people Israel’s per-
ceptions of their place in the world and the meaning of their
existence, as well as their concerns and anxieties, that story is
myth. For that is what literary critics and anthropologists have
been meaning by *‘myth” of late. The rehabilitation of ‘“‘myth’ as a
certain kind of narrative, and not only stories about gods, is a
happy contribution of recent literary, anthropological, and reli-
gious studies writing.

It is obvious that the Torah does not tell us everything that
happened in its world, even within its own time-frame. What, for
example, did Abraham do for the first seventy-five years of his life?
Of all that Abraham did later, the Torah selects two stories in which
he represents his wife to be his sister. For what reason does such
behavior merit a double recounting in a narrative that omits nearly
all description of Abraham as husband and father? Clearly the
material that was not only selected but preserved, transmitted, and
variously transformed until the Torah book was produced some-
how expressed the underlying ideas and concerns of the communi-
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ties to whom it was precious, sacred. The narratives of the Torah
and the Former Prophets that continue the narrative may preseni
Fh'emselves.as a form of history. But they are far toc; sketchy and
1d1'osyt}crat|‘c to serve that function for an audience conchned
pnmanly with history. The audience almost certainly responded
underlying messages and values. pondecto
; 'Tt? reaq Fhe Torah for its underlying meaning is hardly new to
ewish tradition. The effort to draw out that which lies behind or

concealed in the Torah is the im i
. : petus of Midrash. Few
this more explicit than the Zohar: idrash. Few texts make

gzll:sbia Siimeor; said: Alas for the man who regards Torah as a book of mere
nd profane matters. If this were so, we mi i
Torah dealing in such matters and sti , e Doy write 2
. still more excellent. In d
things, the kings and princes of i i ehromeles?) sy
, the world [in their chronicles?
more valuable materials. We could use th - osing &
Torah of this kind. But in realit  of the Torah are pposing.a
. . y the words of the Torah are high i
and higher mysteries the Torah h h concists of i
e as a body, which consist
‘c‘%[:(;?:ndtt‘,:;m’i‘ am:1 ordinances of the Torah, which are called qufi :)ofr:zl;xe
s of the Torah.” This body is cloaked in i ist of
. garments, which consist
:;/lzr'llfllza;tott:‘es. ll:ools see only the garment, which is the narrative pi::t g::
; they know no more and fail to see what is under th
e garment.
Those who know more see not only the garment but also the bogy thatn its

under the garment. But the truly wi
. : y wise . . . look only u .
is the true foundation of the entire Torah.? y upon the soul, which

Hoch!o we proceed t‘o uncover the underlying ideas of the Torah?
book 1r;t, as was said above, we must read larger structures—-.-
00ks, locks of books (Tetrateuch, Pentateuch, Hexateuch), se-
ries of books (Torah plus Former Prophets). Global reading aﬁ";)rd
us two advantages. Overall structure may reveal the design th:
plan of the whole and its component parts. Spinoza, for exar;x le
knew that the meaning of the Torah is bound up with ’the fact th:t i;
‘f?rms a segment of the story of Israel from Creation to the Exile::
Now, if we turn our attention to the connection and argument oi‘
a!l thesq boqks, we shall see easily that they were all written by a
;mgle hn_stonan, w.ho.wished to relate the antiquities of the Jews
rom their first beginning down to the first destruction of the city.”»
Long_ before twentieth-century German Bible scholars suct)nl. as
Martin Noth established the literary and ideological unity of
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Deuteronomy and the ensuing “Deuteronomistic Hisltlorz,’ t:rc

latter being a narrative illustration of the pr_ogrz:.tt‘n of :] ::heo;nmﬁre,
i i ic thread running throug

Spinoza perceived the thematic i h (he enre

i igni hread is suggested by the dire

history. The significance of the t _ ection

i i i ination, the destruction of Jerusalem

it takes and its ultimate dcstmatlon,. ' :

587. The entire history, from Genesis thrqugh ngs., explains how

the Jewish nation came to suffer devastation and exile

even as Moses had foretold. In regard to other matt:.tll's, vy::scilllc:geng:
iter either passes over them 1 ce,
serve to confirm the law, the wri . : em in silence, b7
formation. All that is set do
s the reader to other books for in r .
:f(e)lr(s we have conduces to the sole object of setting for;h the words and
laws of Moses, and proving them by subsequent events.

The other advantage of global reading is that pnly in larger
structures can we determine those themps that persngteptlyd!'ecusre.
If certain themes or motifs crop up tlmé 1an:li afzn; étt\ra ;:serin

co . NN aude Lévi- ,
aterial, it is a sign of their significance. uss,
a:s Myth and Meaning® for example, compares the commumcatltzx;

of myth to a musical score. The narrative sequence represents
horizontal unfolding of the music in t'ime, measure after m&a;il:lrer.‘
But what is thematically significant will r:p;at, dnrf:ctllzlJ (()); el ill
i iation, i of the music.
transformation/variation, in the course ; : .

i otif and line them up In
instances of any particular theme or mo . :
lve.rtical columns. The bulkier columns w1}l contam.thc.: moit petra
sistent, hence significant, themes and motlfsi_ Tl‘]hetrexrtl lie at leas

ion i i s of the text.

rtion of the important ideas or concerns
’ The structural anthropology of Lévn-Slt\;auisfhas sg:v::l;g‘ iz
icati to the Bible. Most focus
large number of applications ocus o
kinship. Edmund Leach, perhap .
patterns that relate to - oD e e of
is in hi ] ther Essays,’ finds a
do this in his Genesis as Myth an : finds a seties o
i i i t seek to define the ideal kinship r
episodes in Genesis tha relaion o
i i husband. In what does seem,
a prospective wife to her ' " 1 leas on
argues, among many ;
he surface, a perverse clam}, .L‘eac ue:
:hings that the recurrence of illicit sexual gax‘sons gt:bgrlo:’sh :)y‘;:vz :r;
i i i-sister Eve, Cain an e .
Genesis (Adam and his quasi-sis , 1 2 el who were
i d his daughters) mitigates the improp
compelled to incest, Lot an N C impropt
’ i e declares to be his
of Abraham’s marriage to the woman .
:it:ter Sarah (Gen. 20:12). Whether the text does convey this

THE TORAH AS SHE IS READ 29

meaning, Leach properly sees a major function of myth in mitigat-
ing conflicts between the real and the ideal, between what a society
possesses and what that society professes.
What Leach and many other structural anthropologists lack is
sensitivity to the social environment in which kinship practices,
rituals, and myths develop. Textual analysis must take into consid-
eration and be controlled by ethnological data. The meaning of
myths can be discerned only when they are related to the structure
of a particular society. For whereas *“‘the interpretation of myth . . .
is the analysis of structure, and though the rules of structuring may
derive from some general properties of the human mind, the forms
and contents of given structures derive from particular societies.”
The author of that quotation, Nathaniel Wander,? adopts the
original program of Lévi-Strauss (who himself admittedly violated
it) to perform analysis of myth within an ethnographic context. He
then shows the rhetorical means by which the text of Genesis
treats women, certain women, in order to mitigate a practical
societal tension.

But where does Wander get an ethnography of ancient Israel?
Archaeology is not suited to foot so large a bill; ancient Near
Eastern texts offer only fragments and refractions of real life.
Thus, with nowhere better to turn, Wander looks to studies of
modern Semitic societies, especially Middle Eastern bedouin. For
while some aspects of bedouin social structure have been bent by
techinological and geopolitical changes, kinship structures have
been less susceptible to the corrosive forces of modernity. Charac-
teristic of Semitic marriage is that the most preferred wife is one’s
father’s brother’s daughter, that is, one’s first cousin on the fa-
ther’s side. Such a practice serves a system in which inheritance
and authority in the family pass through the father’s line, a patrilin-
eal system. Now what happens after two generations is that the
father’s brother’s daughter turns out to be a relative through the
mothers line, too. Take, for instance, Rachel/Leah, who is Jacob’s
cousin by his father and his mother. Women in such an ambiguous
position are dangerous to the social structure because widespread
misinterpretation could lead to a reinterpretation of the society by
its members as matrilineal, or patri- and matrilineal.” " ... .

The danger of such women is tamed by Israelite: myths in
which the text goes out of its way to show that what seem like



30 RESPONSE

father’s brother’s daughters are not so. Sarah’s status is blurred: is

she or isn't she a relative? Rebekah is a condensation of a relative

and a nonrelative and gives birth to two sons, one in the lineage of
Israel, one without. Leah and Rachel are a split father’s brother’s

daughter (actually with an extra generation added, but see how the

text itself skips a generation in Gen. 29:5). The text refers to the

marriages of Jacob as mother’s brother’s daughter liaisons (Gen.

27:43-46; 28:2, 13). Esau’s father’s brother’s daughter marriage to
Basemat is disguised in the text as a marrying out, and Lot’s
liaisons with his daughters seem to abridge the generational span
(FBD marriage becomes D marriage). Because Sarah, Rebekah,
Leah, and Rachel are important in the lineage, they are compro-
mised in the text: through barrenness and (except for Rebekah)
substitutions by stand-in wives. Because the ideal of FBD marriage
suffers potential confusion and redefinition in reality, the myths of
Genesis mitigate the society’s anxieties.

Although Wander has space only to deal with it in a footnote,
his study uncovers another tension in societies similar in structure
to ancient Israel’s. Ideally, the oldest son receives the larger share
of his father’s estate. But older sons also leave home sooner. While
the younger sons grow up, the father may increase his estate such
that the younger sons hanging on may wind up with a share larger
than that of the enterprising older son. This scenario seems likely
to explain, on one level, the numerous passages in the Bible in
which a younger son achieves higher station than his older brother.
Such a myth in its manifold variations serves to mitigate the
tension between the ideal of primogeniture and the frequent actual-
ity of ultimogeniture.

Read this way, Genesis expresses the concerns of a largely
tribal and fairly primitive culture. Was that the state of Israelite
civilization at the time the Biblical narrative extended to the
Babylonian Exile? No. One of the rewards of Wander’s essay is his
argument that ‘‘myths never forget.” The material in the Biblical
narrative embodies mythic patterns and relations that emerged in
Israel’s earliest stages, as well as its later stages. In the course of
growth and transformation, myths may take on new associations
and references. But they do not lose their earlier meanings. Like
rolling stones gathering moss, they acquire new layers of signifi-
cance without shedding the underlayers. Thus, as we shall soon
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emphasizes in The Theme of the Pentateuch.® Because the Torah
transports the Israclites only to the threshold of the Promised
Land, with the conquest by and large ahead of them, the position
of the Israelites parallels that of the Judean exiles: *‘the promise of
God stands behind them, the promised land before them’ (p. 98).
The Judeans know from their Deuteronomistic History that the
Israelites eventually took possession of the Land. They could hope
the same for themselves.”

In a succinct but precise outline of the major themes in
Genesis, Everett Fox observes that its major apparent theme is
that of continuity, conveyed most concretely by the toledot lists.®
With all its concern with continuity, however, *‘the undercurrent in
Genesis points not to life and its continuation, but rather to its
threatened extinction” (p. Xxxiv). Genesis and the Torah as a
whole (look at the beginning of Exodus!) treat the threat of
extinction as forever real, but also reassure the audience that
Israel’s future is insured.

Like Jeremiah, the Judean exiles would want to know: ‘“‘Have
you rejected, rejected Judah? Are you revulsed by Zion?" (Jer.
14:19). The Lord has elevated Israel by calling them his “firstborn
son” (Exod. 4:22). If Israel retains that status even in Exile, it sure
doesn’t look like it. Again we have a case of conflict between the
ideal and the real. Israel in Exile does not resemble the firstborn
but the younger, weaker, underprivileged son. But, in a marvel-
ously shrewd analysis of recurrent themes in Genesis 37-Exodus
20, Alan W. Miller shows that the two dominant themes, twins
unidentical though they be, respond precisely to this exilic anxiety.
Repeatedly the younger son overpowers, overshadows, or is sim-
ply more blessed than his older brother. Israel in Exile, by rights
the firstborn but in reality the last in line, in the role of younger son
will eventually triumph, as did Jacob over Esau. Nonetheless,
having suffered defeat and a humbling deportation, the Judeans
hardly feel chosen. They don’t look chosen. This is where the
second recurrent theme Miller identifies enters into play. Over and
over we find in the Biblical narrative instances of deception,
disguise, dissimulation. We find it explicitly, as in the deception of
Isaac by Rebekah and Jatob and the tit-for-tat deception of Jacob
by Laban (and—how can she be exempted?—Leah). But we find it
more subtly, too. Didn’t the Lord disguise himself in a burning
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eéssence utter purity. God’s purity is supersensitive to ritual pollu-
tion, so that God’s immediate environment—the mishkan and
secondarily the camp—must be kept free of pollution. God would
reject and withdraw from an accumulation of ritual pollution, as in
an allergic reaction to pollen. Thus, ritual pollution, be it inten-
tional or unintentional, has an ineluctable effect on God’s pres-
ence. The priests were trained to catch pollutants in offerings and
persons entering the sanctuary. The community would be respon-
sible for keeping the polluted out of their camp, to safeguard God's
nourishing and protective presénce among them. Just in case
pollutants entered the holy presence of God unbeknownst to the
priests, the sanctuary would be purified once a year whether it
needed it or not, on Yom hakkippurim. This, as Yehezkel Kauf- -
mann* explained in a retort to the Wellhausian claim that Yom
hakkippurim was instituted in the Exile to atone for the sinfulness
of the nation, was what the annual purification was about. «,
What constitutes the holy? For the Torah the holy is that
which is God’s, pertaining to God—God’s land, God’s people
(when they observe their purity), God's paraphernalia (sanctuary,
ark, altar, and so forth), and life.¢ After the Garden of Eden
events, when humans acquire knowledge like that of God (Gen.
3:8), God is distinguished from mortals by the fact that he lives
forever, he is, as I would say, livingness. The Torah’s concern for
maintaining this definition of boundaries comes out especially in
the strange, distressingly pagan, episode in Gen. 6:1-4. The God-
sons have intercourse with the human daughters and produce a
hybrid race of God-people. That means there would be human
beings living for a long time if not forever, and God’s distinctive-
ness would be jeopardized. God's reaction is to ma
characteristic firmer than ever: human beings would live no more
than 120 years. No doubt this obviously un-Israelite, or un-Toraitic
story was included in order to underscore this message.

Thus, life is God’s, blood, the primary liquid of life, is God’s,
and humans may not take or partake of life and blood. Because
blood is the quintessential material of God?’s, it is the one that most
effectively purifies the polluted.% Discharges of blood or other
bodily fluids pollute, as does death. They are what I'call leaks of
life, impairments in the divine character. Until they ‘are repaired,
they are polluting.

The other quality of holiness in the Torah is the state of

ke his unique
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createdness. Things can be holy when they remain in the condition
in which God made them. God demands from Israel the fresh and
new; being close to their created and unused state, they properly
belong to God. God wants the first fruits of the earth and the womb
(Exod. 13:1ff.; Deut. 26:5-10); an altar of unhewn stone (Exod.
20:25); a red heifer that never bore a yoke (Deut. 21:3-4); a new
cart to carry the ark (2 Kings 6:3); free-flowing water for purifica-
tions (Lev. 14:5, 52; 15:13). God created the various species in
categories, and humans must respect those categories. Genesis 1
sets the pattern for the Torah's holiness laws. God proscribes
hybrids, the creation of new species, because humans may not
create that which God did not. This explanation of the hybrid
prohibitions was, so far as I know, first pointed out by Rabbi
Joseph Bekhor Shor, the twelfth-century French commentator.
Why shouldn’t Israel mate different species of animals together?
“You would have altered the act of creation . . . you would be
making yourself like a Creator” (commentary to Lev. 19:19). What
would happen if you did create a hybrid, say a new vegetable?
Deut. 22:9-11 furnishes the answer. Because a hybrid is a new
creation, and creation is God’s prerogative, the hybrid is automati-
cally “consecrated’ property, property of God. Humans may not
use it.

The dietary laws concretize the principle of respecting the
categorjes of creation.” If one thing stands out in the diction of
Genesis 1 it is the act of creation by separation, utilizing the verb
hivdil. Isracl may eat animals that do not devour blood and
conform to one of three classes, the land-grazers, the air-wingers,
and the sea-flappers. The language of Leviticus 11 puts emphasis
on the place in which an animal typically dwells and, in particular,
the manner by which that animal moves in its domain—by walking,
the appropriate locomotion for land animals; by flying, the proper
method for air animals; or by flapping, the right way for water
animals. Animals that move inappositely for their domain cross a
boundary, so to speak, and are tainted. Fowl, which is supposed to
fly in the air typically, that walks on the ground (verse 20), cannot
be eaten. Thus, Robert Alter,* in his discussion of the structural
analyses of Douglas and Soler,® errs in assuming that the chicken
was pure and not tainted. He is reading back later Rabbinic
classification, which is not informed by the same concerns as the

-
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