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Abstract

This study is interested in issues of method. d&tong time, historical criticism dominated
the landscape of biblical studies. It still doeBut its dominance is being unsettled. New
reading methods, often labelled ‘post’ somethingehbegun to take hold in the discipline,
their practitioners growing in influence. Howevbattles over reading strategy have choked
the discipline. While new methods could have adiged the field, the burgeoning of
methods has served to grind the discipline to & h&bme have wondered if the end has
come. Others have called for the end. Others halled for dialogue, but little, if any, has

resulted.

This thesis takes seriously the work of past seBotand their methods, while also taking
stock of the present, and trying to look to theufat In that sense, it is conciliatory. It
unfolds in three sections. The first takes onrtethods of historical criticism, and critically
reads the text of Numbers 25 through a historieas! First, a translation is established, and
secondly, a historical reading of the text is utele@n. The second section is a survey of the
history of interpretation of Numbers 25, reachimglto the 1 century, and following major
figures to the current day. What is found is tteg interpretation of this text has always
featured creativity and imagination, the hallmasksll good reading. In this way, the survey
sets the scene for the final section, which is maplef three distinct readings of the text
employing contemporary methods: a narrative anglysfeminist reading and a postcolonial

reading.

The thesis is guided by the overarching metaphothef mosaic. It recognises that all
readings are temporal, that as the mosaic is dutgethe wear and tear of time, so too are
readings. A mosaic is an artwork made of manggse Comprised of pieces of glass, of
clay, or polished stone, its appearance is fleetth@nging as often as the viewer changes
position, or as the light shifts upon its surfaddis thesis assumes that biblical interpretation
is much like viewing a mosaic: what one sees dependhe position one takes in relation to
the text. No one reading is final or definitivattrer, by reading from multiple places, a far
richer form of reading can take place. Furthechemading adds to the mosaic. Perhaps it
highlights other pieces, or perhaps it overshadows. either case, no reading lacks

consequence. The mosaic is constantly shiftivgayd beyond our control.



Like a mosaic, this thesis invites diversity angists ‘flat’ readings. It recognises that
reading position is vital in determining what i€se Finally, it imagines a future for biblical
studies; aware of difference, but not resistanit.toThe mosaic celebrates diversity in its
solidarity, seeing its plurality as its great sgégn That being the case, calls for the end of
biblical studies are premature. Instead, what nesna unfinished, unending business.

Xi



Introduction

In 2007, John Barton released a book titte Nature of Biblical Criticism
which, in and of itself, is not so remarkable. Barhas an established history of
commentary on the wider field of biblical studfesHis contribution to the
analysis of biblical criticism is not a lone voicdndeed, the field of biblical
studies has been saturated with volumes commitieabplying and explaining
various reading strategiésWhat is interesting about Barton’s book is that,
through ten theses, he seeks to define in cleausterhat ‘biblical criticism’ is, or

more pointedly, what he doesn’t count under thenbaof ‘biblical criticism.’

Barton sees biblical criticism as a literary exs#ctoncerned with the discovery
of the ‘plain sensé’ of biblical texts. Given the established assimabetween
what is called the ‘Historical-Critical method’ afuiblical criticism’, Barton is
quite clear in his definitions. He is not speakfga historical method, or of
attempting to reconstruct a history of or in a ipatar text. Rather, Barton sees
the biblical critic’s job as about ‘understandirgjblical texts® Therefore, the
‘plain sense’ is differentiated from the ‘origineénse’, so that critics are seen to

be interested in what texts mean now, equally ffmore importantly than what

! John BartonThe Nature of Biblical Criticismilst ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press,
2007).

2 John Barton, "Classifying Biblical CriticismJburnal for the Study of the Old Testamert 29
(1984); John BartorReading the Old Testament: Method in Biblical StuRlv. and enlarged. ed.
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996jird8arton, "The Cambridge Companion to
Biblical Interpretation," IrCambridge Companions to Religiqitambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998); Robert Morgan and JohridgaBiblical Interpretation Oxford Bible
Series (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988).

% Some notable examples include Janice Capel Andenso Stephen D. Moorslark & Method :
New Approaches in Biblical Studjeznd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008); @i Baker
and Bill T. Arnold,The Face of Old Testament Studies: A Survey ofd@grdrary Approaches
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1999); Steven L. McKkeeand Stephen R. Hayndsy Each Its
Own Meaning: An Introduction to Biblical Criticisnasd their ApplicationRev. and expanded.
ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1983le A. YeeJudges & Method: New
Approaches in Biblical Studie2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007).

4 Barton,The Nature of Biblical Criticisml.

® Ibid., 2. For a savage critique of ‘plain sense’e Adrian ThatcheFhe Savage Text: The Use
and Abuse of the Bihl8lackwell Manifestos (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwe2i008).

6 Barton,The Nature of Biblical Criticisims. The use of the term ‘understanding’ brings
Ricoeur’s classic essay, “Explanation and Undeditayi into conversation. For Ricoeur,
explanation is about method, and understandinghimnanethodological moment, a moment which
‘precedes, accompanies, concludes emeklopsexplanation. See, Paul Ricoeur, "Explanaton
and Understanding," iRfrom Text to ActionEssays in Hermeneuti¢gvanston: Northwestern
University Press, 1991).



they have meant across histdnClearly, Barton’s assumption is that meaning is

flexible and contingent on circumstances.

Barton is also clear in that it is necessary tockea pre-conceived notions of
‘truth’ before reading a teXt. One must attend to the semantic possibilitiea of
text before evaluating whether or not its claime &ue’ As an example of
reading strategies that to his mind fail this teBfrton mentions certain
‘committed’, ‘advocacy’ and ‘theological’ readingstegarding them as
misconceived?  This is linked to a subsequent thesis concerwoiigctivity.
Barton says that critics have been less objectiam they have claimed to be.
This is hardly newst Barton calls scholars to objectivity, as oppoged
‘committed’ or ‘advocacy’ critics who see their fflamn as a central tenet of their
interpretive process. That is not to say that @ais unsympathetic to those
interpretive programs. Later in his book, he citBsS. Sugirtharajah’s
ambivalence towards the historical-critical metlaodi his claims that the method
has been damaging in its appropriation for the oeriqg and subjugation of
other people’s lands and storfésBarton acknowledges the grave nature of the
claim, and appears to agree with its substancenbdgntentions are not enough
to excuse lamentable blindness to the effects efsoactions

But what is objectivity? Or, what is an objectpesture towards a text? Surely
the acknowledgement that meaning is flexible, drat the shift of meaning is
related to situation, can only further reiterate ttnportance of recognising our
subjectivity, our placement, our histories and so 0As Fewell so forcefully

commences a paper, ‘The purely objective readeofigourse, an illusiort?

" Barton,The Nature of Biblical Criticisi7.

8 Here we are reminded of Bultmann’s question: dsgesis without pre-supposition possible?’
See Rudolf Karl Bultmanrgxistence and Faith: Shorter Writings of RudolftBwdnn Living Age
Books (New York: Meridian Books, 1960), 289-96.

° Barton, The Nature of Biblical Criticismé.

9 |bid. This is not a dismissal of all such readinjgst a portion of them. Barton saves his
strongest critique for Fernando Segovia.

1 George Aichele and Gary A. Phillips, "IntroductioBxegesis, Eisegesis, IntergesBemeia
no. 69-70 (1995).

2Rs. Sugirtharajah, “Critics, Tools and the Glodedna”, in Heikki RaisanerReading the
Bible in the Global Village : Helsink{Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2000Lited in
Barton, The Nature of Biblical Criticispnl51.

13 Barton,The Nature of Biblical Criticisml51.

1 Danna Nolan Fewell, "Feminist Reading of the HabBible: Affirmation, Resistance and
Transformation, Journal for the Study of the Old Testamemtt. 39 (1987), 77.



That being the case, what exactly is the ‘plain mmegi being sought? Or rather,

‘whose” plain meaning’?

In the end, Barton, comes clean. He says quitelplthat he is not proposing a
new program for biblical studies, but rather champig the cause of the old one,
which he claims to have been widely misunderstoutiia places, poorly carried
out He hopes though that his wide definition of ci#tin as a literary exercise
may open the door for the ‘healing’ of some of tifis within the broader field of

biblical studies, revealing similarity where sons/é assumed differenc®.

Across the Atlantic, John J. Collins released ailanmbook: The Bible after
Babel: Historical Criticism in a Postmodern Ale The title of the book tells us
something about where Collins situates himself.keLBarton, Collins sees a
future for the historical-critical method, thougbr thim, it will evolve with the
significant insights gained from ‘committed’ or \amtacy’ readings. This is not
to differentiate him from Barton, nor to suggesttBarton is necessarily opposed
to such an evolution. Rather, it seems that Coltian only see a future where
these methods come closer together. As he sayi$,would be naive to think

that scholarship a century from now will look muike it does today..*?

A Shocking Invitation

Barton’s and Collins’ books are indicative of tharent state of biblical studies:
there is a multiplicity of methods being used, @hdse using more traditional
methods are coming under attack by those using mewethods. While Barton is
quick to acknowledge the validity of the critiquenting from some sections, as
we have seen, he also has been able to see thgeldéinad has been done within
the guild. That is why he speaks of the necesésithealing.” This issue moved
from conversations between colleagues to a morelicpdbrum with the
publication of “An Elephant in the Room: Historigatitical and Postmodern

Interpretations of the Biblé® in 2009. George Aichele, Peter Miscall and

15 Barton,The Nature of Biblical Criticism?.

18 |bid., 8.

" John Joseph Collinghe Bible after Babel: Historical Criticism in a Bonodern Age(Grand
Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans 2005).

18 |bid., 3.

19 George Aichele, Peter Miscall, and Richard Walgim Elephant in the Room: Historical-
Critical and Postmodern Interpretations of the 8ibJournal of Biblical Literaturel28, no. 2
(2009).



Richard Walsh open their article in remarkably kastyle: ‘As everyone in the
Society for Biblical Literature knows, historicatitics and postmodernists are
entrenched, embattled groups that speak to ondematross the field of biblical
studies only in sniping, intellectually unengagedthotes?® The comment is
both critical, and self-critical, acknowledging trae that both sides have played
in creating the impasse. This level of discousa ilittle more charged than
Collins’ more sanguinely titled chapter ‘Historicatiticism and its Postmodern
Critics’®* It seems as if they are aiming to shock the giritd a response.
Aichele, Miscall and Walsh then proceed to descthmee goal of the historical-
critical method as seeking an assured, agreed imperpretation, understood in
relation to the author’s intention, the understagdof the first recipients, or in
reference to actual historical eveffts.This is contrasted against a postmodern
embrace of diversity of method and result, the ibdgg and even invitation of

other readingé®

Aichele, Miscall and Walsh claim not to set out pgoove the superiority of
postmodern approaches (no matter how much it mpgaaso, they remark), nor
to overcome the gap that separates them. Instibed; wish is to make

conversation between the two sides more accepieid®e, desirablé’

The article prompted a response from historicdlegrilohn Van SeterfS. Van
Seters wastes no time in coming to his point, axgunmediately that ‘modern’
and ‘postmodern’ approaches are unsymmetrical gsatien partnerszf3 He
claims that post-modernism can only be defined regaivhat it isn’t, namely
modern, and that modernism is in no need of aneé®tio understand itseff. At
various points he refers to the three authors’ oughas disingenuous and
concludes that the caricature of the historicaleai method and its practitioners

make the article unconducive to dialogue. In thé, e likens their approach to

20 |pid., 383.

2L Collins, The Bible after Babel: Historical Criticism in a Bomodern Agel-26.

22 Ajchele, Miscall, and Walsh, "An Elephant in thed®: Historical-Critical and Postmodern
Interpretations of the Bible," 384.

3 |bid.

4 |bid., 387.

% John Van Seters, "A Response to G Aichele, P Miacal R Walsh, "An Elephant in the Room:
Historical-Critical and Postmodern Interpretatiafishe Bible","Journal of Hebrew Scriptures
9(2009).

2 bid., 2.

27 |bid., 3.



that of a novelist, referring to a private interaetwith one of the three authors in
which that particular author claimed to have no bfgmm with such an
observatiorf® In fact, Van Seters mentions that he had madeéacbmvith all
three authors asking for clarification on a possitdrum, but says that no ideas

were floated, despite the claim that the invitatiomialogue was genuirfé.

This exchange did not go un-noticed. Bloggers fraround the world had
witnessed the exchange and hoped that further mesgpavould be forth-coming.
However, they were to be disappointed. To thisipdhere has been no attempt
to further this conversation, or to steer it onrritory where something
substantive may occur. The rifts that Barton nuewdd appear to still be very

much in need of healing.

However, the rifts in biblical studies run far mateeply than a division between
so-called modern and post-modern methodologiescefepublications, both in

press and online, bare these divisions out.

In 2007, Roland Boer published a highly politicalbk, Rescuing the Bib& In
his manifesto, Boer calls for an alliance of thig, Mhat he calls a ‘worldly left’, a
coalition of the old religious left and seculartf&f Boer hopes the coalition will
‘reclaim and rescu@ the bible from those who now hold it in their clués: the
religious and political right. Boer clearly seestle-lines drawn, and hopes that
the left can claim back the bible, a ‘book too imtpat to be left to the religious
right.’33 On one hand, this is a call to some form of uni9n the other, it is
predicated with a common foe in mind, and so pmpeses animosity.
Ultimately, it pits religious left and right againgach other. While these
arguments are far broader than biblical studiesatbpropriation of the bible into
the discussion makes biblical studies relevantterA&ll, biblical studies takes

place on both sides of the religious left-rightide:

8 |bid., 13.

29 |bid.

%0 Roland BoerRescuing the BibjeBlackwell Manifestos (Oxford: Blackwell Pub. LtA007).
% |bid., 1.

32 |bid.

%3 |bid., 2.



Boer’'s own ideological positions are crystal cledtter all, this is a manifesto,
which is a call to action; a statement of beliefdeclaration of intent. His
understanding of what good reading is stands itindison to that of Barton. For
Barton, objectivity is the goal. For Boer, hisattegical position explicitly drives
his reading strategy. What is interesting abostgroposal is that secular and
non-secular readers, confessional and non-confessieaders, may be able to
unite together. This blurs boundaries: are leftgnieligious people more closely
aligned with left wing secularists than they arethwiheir religious right
colleagues? What is at stake? The bible? Reli®r politics? Can the three

even be teased apart?

In 2010, in his introduction to the edited volumecularism and Biblical
Studies* Boer takes a slightly different view. As he notes, Seular-anti-
secular divide is a complicated one, taking sevienahs>® It includes the study
of the scriptures due to religious conviction arwse who have no such
conviction; it may be the struggle between thoseo wély on a transcendent
category, or matters of worldviet. In his contribution to the volume, another
manifesto’’ some of the difficulties of the proposed alliarare evident once
more. Boer is highly critical of the church thréwegit his paper, wanting to hold
it to account® At the same time, he recognises the importankwlone by the
religious left, a work done within the parametef¢he church’® Here, echoing
the thoughts fronRescuing the BibJeBoer recognises the need for alliances
between the religious and secular left. Againjtjos| religion and bible come
together: the alliance would show that the varicagses of the religious left are

actually parts of a deeper common political agefida.

3 Roland BoerSecularism and Biblical StudieBibleWorld (London: Equinox, 2010).

% Here, the notion of the ‘worldly left’ coalitioresms a little further off. Instead, a division dow
religious/non-religious lines is more in view, lihis is an entirely different discussion to that
found inRescuing the BiblePerhaps the proposed coalition partners wetbdugapart than Boer
first imagined.

% Roland Boer, "Introduction,” iBecularism and Biblical Studiesd. Roland Boer (London:
Equinox, 2010), 9. It was these groups who Bodrt@ped to align in his coalition!

%7 Roland Boer, "A Manifesto for Biblical Studiesy $ecularism and Biblical Studiesd. Roland
Boer (London: Equinox, 2010).

% Ibid., 31.

%% |bid., 36. Mark Brett critiques the breadth ofd's claims, asking ‘Which church?’ He too
applauds the ‘heroic’ struggle undertaken by saksdbattling right-wing conservatism in America,
while questioning whether the manifesto will beaafy use in other non-Western contexts. See,
Mark G. Brett, "Theological Secularity: A ResporiedRoland Boer," irBecualrism and Biblical
Studiesed. Roland Boer (London: Equinox, 2010).

9 Boer, "A Manifesto for Biblical Studies."



Debates rage in other places too. The weliiliee and Interpretatioft features
opinion pieces from a variety of notable scholarse@her side of the faith-non-
faith divide. This debate has grown out of the imadist-maximalist debate
which also features heavily at this site. The mailists, headed by Niels-Peter
Lemche, take aim at the conservatives, headed inbyAeovan and V. Phillips
Long. The charge from Lemche is that the conseatevangelical
interpretation on which he comments is predicatad celigiously motivated,
conservative ideology and so claims that such schloip is actually just
‘disguising itself as mainstream scholarsffipLong’s respon$é wonders if
Lemche’s angst might be born of a frustration tmimalism had seemingly
been ignored or passed over amongst the guildireichis ‘own interests’ might
be served in his characterisation of the conse:agcholars. It seems then that
his sub-title, ‘Can we Talk?’ is a little ironideven just a brief look at the website

reveals a lot of talking, with little, if any, digssion.

It would be wrong to assume that minimalism beloogly to ‘non-confessing’
scholars. Even omible and Interpretationpeople who work in confessional
contexts write as clear supporters of the minimalisition. This ‘cross-over’ is
common to all of the binaries that are set up enghild. Each ‘method’, whether
new or old, is utilised by a variety of scholarenfessional, non-confessional,
secular and non-secular, so that the so calledd@livs itself problematic. The
result is a continued fracturing of the disciplared an increased specialisation of

its practitionerg”

41 www.bibleinterp.com

“2 Niels-Peter Lemche, "Conservative Scholarshipi€itScholarship: Or How Did We Get
Caught by This Bogus Discussion,"
http://www.bibleinterp.com/articles/Conservative h8larship.shtml. Accessed 19th July, 2012
3 V. Philips Long, "Conservative Scholarship-Criti&holarship: Can We Talk?,"
http://www.bibleinterp.com/articles/Long_Conservaigitical_Scholarship.shtml.Accessed 19th
July, 2012

4 See, R. S. Sugirtharajah, "The End of Biblicaldgta?," inToward a New Heaven and a New
Earth: Essays in Honor of Elisabeth Schiissler Fiaged. Fernando F. Segovia (Maryknoll:
Orbis, 2003).




The End?

Sugirtharajah’s claim seems correct: the increaspécialisation of biblical
studies is making the discipline inaccessible, radddl as it is with its own set of
languages and self-referential natfire.Actually, inaccessibility has turned to
irrelevance. Even in confessional contexts, wileeescriptures take a privileged
place, there is a disconnect between the work thgrigblical specialists and the
people who actually read the bible, and listert tsiit is read. Even those who
proclaim the scriptures are often far removed frii@ work done by biblical

experts, even confessional ones.

Not only that, the space in which biblical studigles place has evidently become
an inhospitable one, marked by battlelines and ladpd by snipers.
Sugirtharajah’s provocatively titled paper, “Thedeaf Biblical Studies?” has
been joined by other similarly titled works. Theeuof ‘End’ is a double
entendre simultaneously referring to the temporal end, smdhe philosophical
goal. But it does raise significant questions.rhBps we have come to the end,
given the irrelevance which now clouds the disopli Or perhaps more
accurately, if the end is to be averted, biblidad&s is in need of a new end, a

new project.

Hector Avalos has been the most prominent voiceaising this polemic. His
book, The End of Biblical Studi&&ttracted significant attention, and instigated a
series of posts oBible and Interpretation A chapter which covered much of the
same material soon followéd. His position is a litle more certain than
Sugirtharajah. He doesn’t question the end, brgefolly calls for it. Avalos’
argument is that biblical studies as it is practio®w, and across its history has
been tainted by religious agendas. In fact, hés dala ‘religionist apologetic
enterprise®® The mechanisms that support it, such as uniyedspartments,
media outlets, publishing companies, churches amg@dnisations such as the

Society for Biblical Literature also come under Wishering critique.

5 |bid., 134.

46 Hector AvalosThe End of Biblical Studie§Amherst: Prometheus Books, 2007).

4T Hector Avalos, "The End of Biblical Studies as ari Obligation," inSecularism and Biblical
Studiesed. Roland Boer (London: Equinox, 2010).

“8 Ibid., 85.



But it is more than just biblical studies whichdrlAvalos. It is ultimately the
bible itself. Avalos raises several concerns, nsagtificantly the reality that the
bible’s morality reflects a world alien from our owand which has encouraged
people to kill otherd® For this, he sees the point of any ongoing téblstudies
as stopping the discipline, as we know'iin order to create a post-scriptural

world, a world in which people abandon their retiamn this booR®

The rhetoric of Avalos’ work is blistering. Howeayé@hilip Davies’ response to it
reveals that Avalos may have over-reached, debmteympathies with some of
his criticisms. Most importantly, the post-scrigtworld which Avalos imagines
is impossible to comprehend, given the rise ofyrelis fundamentalism, with its
heavy reliance on scriptural texts. Avalos is @isocerned about the relevance of
the scriptured? a result of which is illiteracy. But the scriptsreare not
disappearing, and so Davies asks a penetratingtigaesn the light of the
ongoing moral danger that the bible repres&hisn’t a critical discipline that can
expose that danger exactly what is requitédfdeed, the bible is relevant, just in
ways we may not like, and as such, critical engaggms exactly what is

required®

Or A[nother] New Beginning?

What might a new biblical studies look like, a hl studies where the old and
new talk together? What if the ‘end’ is differant what Avalos imagines? If
relevance is to be important in a reconfiguratimblical studies will need to turn
its attention to significant cultural issues. Riegd that engage world affairs and
world issues can help to re-establish the disasliplace. In a 2008 bodkR.S.
Sugirtharajah suggested such a thing, briefly emamireligious fundamentalism,
suicide bombing, and asylum seeking. This is atdisd, but a good start. Others
may include exile, human trafficking, prostitutiand the ongoing issues of gross

imbalance in the world’s resources. Each of these had a beginning, but more

“9 Philip R. Davies, "The End of Biblical Studieggurnal of Theological Studie(2009), 216.
%0 Avalos, "The End of Biblical Studies as a Moralli@ation," 85.

51 Avalos, The End of Biblical Studie&5.

%2 Avalos, "The End of Biblical Studies as a Moralli@ation," 87.

%3 See Chapter I1.3: A Violent Turn.

54 Davies, "The End of Biblical Studies," 216.

*° |bid., 218.

¢ R. S. Sugirtharajaff;roublesome Texts: The Bible in Colonial and Compierary Culture Bible
in the Modern World (Sheffield: Sheffield PhoenireBs, 2008).



work remains to be done. As Davies notes, sonibesfe discussions filter down
into the church. Where would these debates goikfichl studies was to
disappear? Glossing Avalos, perhaps biblical scholars migge this as a moral

obligation.

But another issue remains. How is such work todbee, given the atomised
nature of the field and the ongoing battles aroapgpropriate method and
practice? Is it possible that Sugirtharajah was goite right, and that the
atomisation of the discipline may well play a ratethe new world of biblical
studies? Perhaps diversity in the field is itsaggest strength, and can create room

for the sort of strategic alliances Boer wantsewedop.

In various places, different methods have beendhbtogether quite fruitfully.
Kwok Pui-Lar® and Musa Dub@ have both produced work that brings feminist
and postcolonial critique together. Boer’s sureéyhe field notes that a Marxist
critic can be a historical critic, or so too mayeaninist or postcolonial critic.
(Such critics may even ‘switch sides’, he suggeassif the methods are pitted
against each oth&?) Boer's own work shows such diversity.Given the desire
to create a relevant biblical studies disciplined & engage meaningfully with
issues that confront the world, this diversity ¢ just a strength. It is a necessity.
However, Daniel Patte’s warning here is timely. efdhmust be a willingness to
speak with each other, rather than speaking fdistning to others, and with an

acute sense of respect for their ‘Othernéss’.

The aim of this thesis is to read a passage gbtsce using a variety of methods

now common in biblical studies. In doing so, | andeavouring not to privilege

57 |bid.

®8 Kwok Pui-lan,Postcolonial Imagination and Feminist Theolodgt ed. (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox Press, 2005).

9 Musa W. Dube ShomanaRpstcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bib{&t. Louis: Chalice
Press, 2000).

80 Boer, "Introduction," 9.

51 Roland BoerBakhtin and Genre Theory in Biblical Studi&ociety of Biblical Literature
Semeia Studies (Leiden: Brill, 2008); Roland Baerst Stop Before Antarctica: The Bible and
Postcolonialism in Australig2nd ed., Semeia Studies (Leiden Brill, 2008);aRdl Boer and
Jorunn @klandMarxist Feminist Criticism of the Bibl®&ible in the Modern World (Sheffield:
Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2008).

52 Daniel PatteEthics of Biblical Interpretation: A Reevaluatiobst ed. (Louisville:
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1995), 25. Patteimoents are in reference to advocacy critics,
such as feminist or African-American critics. Hoxee, it can be extended from groups to
methods.
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any one method, but to recognise that each methodnake a valid contribution
to an understanding of the text in view. | undegtaéhis project expecting that
each individual reading will enrich our understamdiof the text and that by
reading in a multiplicity of ways, different aspeaf the text will be discovered.
As Patte argues, different readings based uporerdiift meaning-production

dimensions are equally legitimate.There is strength in diversity.

The guiding metaphor for this approach will be thesaicart form. Mosaics

have a rich history, with examples coming from aslyeas the Mesopotamian
period. In religious history, mosaics have adorfledrs and rooves of sacred
spaces; Jewish, Islam and Christian. Many of themee been restored and
continue to adorn these places. However, thesepief art are highly stylised,
protected from the elements. As a result theystable, not permeable. In every

sense, they stand beyond our manipulation and emadeontrof*

Not all mosaics are found in sacred spaces. Othersmade outside from a
variety of elements: glass, tile, rock, stone. Tdwenponent pieces are held
together by some adhesive, itself a part of theaispsilways visible even if it is
ignored, or overshadowed by the more brilliantriistf the mosaic pieces. Open
to the elements, they are constantly ‘under coostm’, worn down by the sun,
wind and rain, damaged by creatures who examia€little too closely. Their
shine can be subdued, their sharp edges worn daniyto be reinvigorated by
some form of repair. These mosaics need to beidEnes! from multiple angles.
The light catches them differently, casting differehadows, reflecting different
hues depending on the time of day, and from wheeestands to view it. Perhaps
there is no one singular, definitive viewing of thmsaic, its character always

changing, always elusive.

For the purposes of the analogy, the componerts paill comprise of four
distinct readings of the text of Numbers 25, aslwad a history of its
interpretation written in three parts (Section IlJhe readings are: an historical-
critical reading (Chapter 1.2); a narrative anay$Chapter 1ll.1); a feminist
reading (Chapter II.2); and a postcolonial readi@hapter 111.3) The adhesive

63 H

Ibid., 9.
64 See, Jione HaveEJusions of Control: Biblical Law on the Words obiven (Atlanta: Society
of Biblical Literature, 2003).
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element is the text of Num 25, which binds the megsl (and through the history,
previous readings) together. What that text hasnbtaroughout its history,
through its development and translation, givesntimsaic an element of elasticity

and permeability.

Each reading utilises methods appropriate to terpmetive agenda: this serves to
make each section of the mosaic distinct. Therpmwation of previous readings
and an emphasis on inter-textuality ensure thatribgaic retains a sense of depth,

referring to works beyond itself from all anglesntinually evading our control.

The Structure of the Mosaic

A Historically Oriented Reading

The thesis is divided into three sections. Th& fiontains two parts, in which the
bulk of the historical-critical work of the thesis to be found. First is the
translation, which guides the ensuing interpretetio It is based upon the
Masoretic Text, and is placed into conversationhwseveral leading critical

translations.

Translation is itself a matter of interpretationdaso where there are divergences
from the other translations, they are noted andsidemed. Where there are
significant differences between the various traimis, these too are examined.
The translations come from a variety of contex@®me are religiously motivated,
such as the rece@ommon English Bibland that of théNew Jewish Publishing
Society Some come from a single hand: those of Robea#grAPhilip Budd and
Baruch Levine. Also included are tiéew Revised Standard Versiothe
translation most widely used amongst biblical stsdiacademics, th&lew
Jerusalem Biblethe translation favoured amongst English speakettse Roman
Catholic Church, and theew American Bible

The second chapter, 1.2, is the first of the camsive readings of the text and
utilises historical-critical methods to approack thxt. It examines the insertion
of this particular text at this point of the naivat just after the oracles of Balaam
(Num 22-24), and just before the second census (B&m It examines structure,
with an eye to sources and then to the referenzebet represented traditions

within the canon of the Old Testament itself. Thisables us to consider the
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development of the text as it is finally assembl®dhat is found is that while the
events of the text are seemingly possible to recacts the text is overlaid with

ideology which come from different times, placed aeople.

Recognition of the ideological construction of tiext bring the work of David
Clines into view, in particular his famous phraseading left to right®®> Reading

against the natural flow of the text, against th&rgas it were, (bearing in mind
that Hebrew is written right to left) creates a newrld of reading strategies.
Borrowing from Clines, the first section is titlé®eading right to left.” The third,

utilising contemporary approaches is subtitled ‘tReg left to right.’

A Reading of the History of Interpretation

The second section of the thesis is a history efititerpretation of Numbers 25.
The history is divided into three parts. The fitGhapter II.1, begins with the
historiographical work of Josephus and Philo amittales with the work of Jean
Calvin. In between, major rabbinic figures aresidared, as are relevant sections
of the Talmud The reception of the story in the Arabic wolllhje Samaritan
Chronicle, is also reviewed. The early church father Origealso considered,
through his homily on Num 25:1-10. This sectiondiserse in its sweep,
including works that are religiously motivated, Buas the work of Josephus,
Philo and Calvin, as well as works which are wnitfer liturgical use, such as
Origen’s homily and thé\ramaic Targumim.What is discovered is that in these
early interpretations, readers have been troubjethé gaps in the text, and by
some of the content of the text, and in their eéftd make he text relevant to their

readers, have displayed creativity in their recwesion and re-telling.

The second chapter, 11.2, begins in what we migtiit the ‘modern period’, and
looks at a number of the more significant histdraritical engagements with the
text. Beginning with Spinoza and Astruc, this gaaces the history through to
the work of the contemporary scholar, Baruch Levirda between, we see the
beginning of the splintering of the classical seuhypothesis, and as a result, a
variety of ways of reconstructing the text. Weodtave in the work of Keil and

Delitzsch a denial of the source theory, which igracursor to the sort of

% David J. A. Clines, "Reading Esther from Left tigk: Contemporary Strategies for Reading a
Biblical Text," inBible in Three DimensionSheffield: JSOT, 1990).
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divisions we see in the guild today. Keil and Ersich were conservative scholars
and were perturbed by the progressive views ofithe which to them, appeared
to undermine the authority of the scriptures. Wiat see is that the historical
critical method has not provided the ‘assured, edyrepon’ interpretation that
Aichele, Miscall and Walsh claimed was its aim. rNeally, do we have a sense
of Barton’s ‘plain meaning’. Even amongst the @igtal critics we have

speculation, invention and creativity.

The final portion of the historical review, ChapleB, takes quite a different turn.
This part looks at ways in which the text has besawl that have made a departure
from what had been established as ‘normal’. Thid [poks at feminist readings
of the text, firstly in the creative work of Elldfrankel, and then in the joint
project calledThe Torah: A Women’s Commentaryoving the emphasis from
history to gender enables the text to be read ireratirely different way, and
enables a different way of reconstructing the telxiven as the reading is, by
different questions. A creative work by Philip Dewis also considered: a letter,

from one father to another on the occasion of gef fear.

The history concludes with one final appropriatadrthe text, and a reminder that
the bible is a public book with public consequenc&ke Priest who takes centre
stage in the story, Phinehagives his nameo a particular type of white
supremacist, the so-called Phinehas Priesthoots uBe of the bible demands our
attention as biblical scholars, because it remirgisf the urgent necessity of our
task. When the Bible is used as justification deeds of terror, it spurs us to
answer Sugirtharajah’s challenge to find a waypea& about the bible beyond
the narrow confines of the academy, to speak atbeubible in a forceful manner
that creates a counter-narrative to the senset¢s®Bhate committed in the name
of the (god of the) Bible.

This history of interpretation alone gives justiiion to the metaphor of the

mosaic as a guiding principle for interpretatiofhe history itself is a mosaic of

many parts. The creativity of past readers alltawgurther creativity not only in
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singular readings, but also in the assembly of ipialtreadings. Actually, the

mosaic is already in place, and this work contirtoesdd to it®

[Re]Reading, Again

The final section of the thesis is comprised oééhdistinct readings of Numbers
25. The first is a narrative analysis, modelledtlb@ poetics style readings of
Robert Alter®” Yairah Amit® and other interpretePS. The text is read in its final

form, and is analysed under standard narrativegodts: characters, plot, time,
space and so on. Following Gunn and Fewell, #asling is also interested in the
ideological underpinnings of the narrative. Bemgeligious text, it is assumed
that there is an ideological agenda to be foundnioethe text. Indeed, what is
found is that there are two powerful ideologicahcerns within this text. The first

is the championing of the priesthood, and the sgédenthe danger of foreign

women. These two matters become very signifiqatie following readings, but

how they are manifest in the text is analysed withe narrative reading.

The narrative reading also contains a large seaiothe manipulation of space
within the narrative. Utilising the space theofyEalward Sojd? it becomes clear
that space is an important locus for understanthigyparticular narrative as its
scenes move from the centre to the margins, fraredsspace to public space and
to private space. This section also borrows fraesent work by Victor

Matthews! as a way of exploring issues of spatiality.

The second part of this section engages feminisinémeeutics as its strategy

(Chapter 111.2). It begins with a survey of varsapproaches used in the service

% In this sense, the metaphor of the mosaic opecat@svariety of levels. The text is a mosaic, or
a part of the mosaic. Subsequent interpretatiddg¢@the mosaic. So as we look at the mosaic,
we are also helping the mosaic to evolve.

7 Robert Alter,The Art of Biblical Narrative(New York: Basic Books, 1981).

® vairah Amit,Reading Biblical Narratives: Literary Criticism arttle Hebrew Bible
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001).

%9 Including, but not limited to, Mieke Bal and Davldbling,On Storytelling : Essays in
Narratology, Foundations & Facets. Literary Facets (Sonom&lPidge Press, 1991); Shimeon
Bar-Efrat,Narrative Art in the BibleJournal for the Study of the Old Testament. Seimeint
Series (Sheffield: Almond, 1989); D. M. Gunn anchbDa Nolan FewellNarrative in the Hebrew
Bible, Oxford Bible series (Oxford: Oxford Universityd3s, 1993).

"0 Edward W. SojaThirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other BedHmagined Places
(Cambridge: Blackwell, 1996).

" Victor Harold MatthewsMore than Meets the Ear : Discovering the Hiddemteats of Old
Testament Conversation&rand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2008); VidtbrMatthews,

"Back to Bethel: Geographical Reiteration in Bibli?Narrative,"Journal of Biblical Literature
128, no. 1 (2009).
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of feminist biblical hermeneutics, and then useshsapproaches to consider the
text of Num 25. This application takes the readirig other texts as it considers

the characterisation of women and the feminindis text and beyond.

The reading which follows, “[Re]Naming Cozbi” is the style ofin Memoriam

readings discussed in the survey of approachés.aim attempt to redeem Cozbi
from the negative portrayal within the text, aneé subsequent interpretation of
the story across history. This negativity is atdearly demonstrated in the
History of Interpretation chapters, (Section Il)eavwhile dissenting voices are
also to be heard. The reading considers Cozbisenas an interpretive device
and then considers the possibility of renaming tdaich is to say, redefining her

essence.

The final reading engages postcolonial criticisnit@snethodological framework.
Chapter 111.3 begins with a brief survey of postroal theory, looking firstly at
Said’s notion of ‘fixity’, and then Bhabha'’s theoo§ ‘ambivalence’. These two
concepts and related themes are discussed indlighe broader biblical narrative
and its reception in scholarship. Then, atteniagiven to the use of postcolonial
theory in biblical studies through the works of R.Sugirtharajah, with an
emphasis on the third edition dbices from the Margif The second work
considered is not explicitly postcolonial in itsnception, but is reflective of
postcolonial concernsThey Were All Together in One Plaé& a work drawn
from scholars within the United States who are frmmority groups. They each
engage in talking back to the dominant voices bfital studies, and so there is
an element of power discourse which aligns thiskwiora broad conception of
postcolonialism. It is not so hard to postulatéaraperial centre and its backwater
colonies in this situation. That two of its edgpiTat-Siong Benny Liew and
Fernando Segovia are also prominent voices in &Hpli postcolonial

endeavourd only serves to make this alignment all the mongraypriate.

2R. S. Sugirtharajah, eWoices From the Margin: Interpreting the Bible et Third World Rev.
and expanded 3rd ed. (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2006)

3 Randall C. Bailey, Tat-Siong Benny Liew, and FemiaF. Segovia, edsThey Were All
Together in One Place? : Toward Minority Biblicatitism (Atlanta: Society of Biblical
Literature, 2009).

4 Tat-Siong Benny Liew, "Postcolonial Criticism: E&s of a Subaltern's Contribution and
Exclusion," inMark and Methogded. Janice Capel Anderson and Stephen D. Mooien@apolis:
Fortress, 2008); Tat-Siong Benny Liew and R. S.i#harajah,Postcolonial Interventions :
Essays in Honor of R.S. Sugirtharajdfhe Bible in the Modern World (Sheffield: Sheftie
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What follows is a reading called “Numbers 25 ang@wl: Phinehas and Other
Detestable Practice(r)s.This reading moves from Num 25 to other biblicatse
from Ezra 9 and 10, to Psalm 137 and finishing vidtauteronomy 22. 1t is
guided by a further text: the recollections of adigenous Australian, recalling
stories told by her grandmother. This interweavrigexts, what Said calls a
‘contrapuntal’ reading, also responds to a calinfr8ugirtharajah to bring such
colonial texts into conversation with the biblicakt. The title, borrowed from
Ezra’'s prayer, may give an indication of the vieken of Phinehas’ actions. It
reads against the text’s attempt to establish Pameas a hero, instead seeing a

senseless, cold-blooded execution.

It should be clear at this point that the mosaic¢apleor is employed at multiple
levels throughout the thesis. While the chapteespgeces within the mosaic, the
chapters themselves have a sense of being mosa#ture as well, comprised of
various parts, each adding to the character of ehapter. Perhaps this is most
evident in the History of Interpretation, but it &so true of the surrounding

chapters.

. Itis hoped then, that this thesis helps in thgoing project of biblical studies by
opening a discussion within the discipline Eacthoé used has a place in the
guild, but the ongoing atomisation, which appearsbe creating the rifts,
threatens to alienate biblical scholars from thdwese and to make the entire
endeavour irrelevant. What is hoped here, istthiatproject is indicative of the
depth and richness of the resources availablehiachi scholars, and the way in
which when harnessed together, they create adlaeriway of understanding and
speaking about the biblical text. The use of tleaphor of the mosaic reminds
us that readings get worn out, that they are ingeedind incomplete. From one
perspective, they lack lustre and are overshadoedther more prominent
things. From another, they may take central pmsjtihelping to bring other

matters into focus. Either way, when placed togethith other readings, of

Phoenix Press, 2009); Fernando F. Segovia, "Mydratd/oice: The Making of a Postcolonial
Critic," in Personal Voice in Biblical Interpretatiofiondon: Routledge, 1999); Fernando F.
Segovia, "Postcolonialism and Comparative AnaliysBiblical Studies, Biblical Interpretation
7, no. 2 (1999); Fernando F. SegoWb&colonizing Biblical Studies: A View From the Miag
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2000).
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different type and nature, each reading still dbntes to make a greater

landscape.

The mosaic metaphor invites further readings, amtil ways of understanding
the text. It resists the notion of a definitivadeng. The mosaic calls readers to
conversation, to share the experience of readidgderstanding and respecting
the role that each reading plays in the constroctid demands a certain
methodological humility, alongside the pluralitycihampions. It does not claim
to be a definitive way of healing the rifts whiclark our discipline. But rather, it

is hoped to be a starting place for dialogue tarbeg
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Reading Right-to-Left
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Chapter 1.1
A Critical Translation
Note: As was mentioned in the Introduction, thiéofeing translation is
based on the MT, and differences are placed irsttudsion with a number of
other critical translations. For the sake of esfseading, those translations

will be referred to using the following abbreviat

NRSV: New Revised Standard Version

CEB: Common English Bible

NAB: New American Bible

NJPS: New Jewish Publication Society

NJB: New Jerusalem Bible

Alter: The Five Books of Moses: A Translation with

Commentary. (New York: Norton, 2004)

Budd: Word Biblical CommentariNumbers (Waco: Word,
1984)
Levine: Anchor BibleNumbers 21-36: A New Translation with

Introduction and CommentarfNew York: Doubleday,
2000)

Additionally, use of the lexicon of Brown, Drivend Briggs will be
indicated using the common abbreviation, BDB. MWiisbe found

throughout the thesis.

! Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles A. Brighse Brown, Driver, Briggs Hebrew and
English lexicon of the Bibl¢Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1996).
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Numbers 25

1. While Israel was stayirfgat Shittim® the peoplédefiled® themselves by
committing fornicatiof with the daughters of Moal®2. They invited the
people to the sacrifices of their gods, and thepjgeate and bowédo
their gods. 3. So the sons of Isrdelvere boundto Baal of Peor and the

anger of Yhwh burd? within Israel.

2 The formaw» suggests an elongated stay. This is picked upsathe various translations, which
offer ‘settled’ or ‘staying’. CEB and NAB are evstronger, offering ‘lived’. The choice to
translate the conjunctiveas ‘While’ is intended to link this episode wittetbeginning of Num

22. This is ignored by the NJB and Levine, buetakip by other translations, mainly with the
conjunction ‘And’.

3 «at Shittim’ is literally, ‘in the acacia treesThis is not taken up in any of the translations.

“ oy is rendered ‘the menfolk’ in NJPS in light of whiallows. It seems clear that ‘the people’ in
this scene does not include the women.

® 551 can be ‘to begin’, which is used is some transietj such as NRSV. It can also be ‘to defile,
to pollute, to profane’ which is used in NJPS, cognirom LXX. NJB renders ‘gave themselves
over’. The present choice reflects the theme whibelops across the chapter.

® 1 is ‘to be a harlot’ or ‘commit fornication’. Tratation choices reflect these ideas. NRSV and
Budd tone down the negative connation, simply satjgg ‘to have sexual relations’. This
reflects their previous choice to not transkgte as ‘to defile’. NJPS suggests ‘by whoring’,
reflecting the opposite extreme. Likewise CEB, waffer ‘having illicit sex’. Levine treads a
middle way, ‘pursue improper relations’.

" bowed'’ is omitted in CEB and NJPS, and rendeigtply as ‘worshipped’. The choice of
‘bowed’ is a more literal understanding, and alsworfs a nice euphony with ‘bound’ in the
following verse.

8 Normal practice would be to translate this in a-gendered way. However, ‘sons of Israel’
parallels the ‘daughters of Moab’, and also makeardhe lack of culpability upon the daughters
of Israel.

° 1mx means ‘to bind’ or ‘to join together’. Most traasons render ‘attached’, though NJB differs
with ‘committed’

10 3y ax-9mm has to do with Yhwh's anger. NJB suggests iaistised’, NJPS suggests ‘Yhwh
was incensed’, NRSV and Budd suggest ‘was kindded! NAB suggests ‘flared up’. The present

choice reads as a passive forrmuf (‘to burn’).
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4. And Yhwh said to Moses,

‘Take all the heads of the people and impdfe
them before the sun for Yhwh, in order to turn the

fierce anger of Yhwh from Israel.’
5. And Moses said to the juddésf Israel,

‘Each of you, kill* your men who have been bound

to Baal of Peor.’

6. Just thef?, a man from the sons of Israel came, and he
brought th&® Midianite woman into his brothers in view of
Moses, and in view of the entire congregatiasf the sons
of Israel. They were weeping at the entrance etémt of

meeting.

11 Almost all translations render this as ‘leadefstdr has ‘chiefs’). The choice ‘heads’ allows
for a double meaning: the heads of the people,shéte leaders, but also the literal ‘heads’,
which plays with the notion of impalement whichldoVs.

12 yo17 derives fromvp> and carries the sense of being dislocated. BRfgests a solemn sort of
execution, though the meaning is uncertain. Ttiatis a public execution is implied by ‘before
the sun’ and ‘for Yhwh'.

13 judges’ is translated ‘commanders’ by Levine, gesting a military rather than judicial
leadership. This also differentiates the groupnftbe ‘heads’, which would appear to be a social
leadership. To what degree these distinctionsbeamade is not clear. However, distinct words
are used to describe leadership throughout, se tfiéferent words are each translated
consistently.

14 3371 gives the impression of a gruesome murder, perfttapsmplement the use ' earlier.
The most common word for murderis, used most commonly in the hiphil stem (this fasm
translated ‘destroy’ in verse 17 of the present)texhile rarer forms argoi andnxn.

15 :1m is an important marker, to draw the readers atierio something new. But it is ignored by
NJB and CEB. Alter translated ‘And look’, givinglfattention to the meaning conveyed.

16 The definite article is commonly omitted, usedydny Alter, Levine and NJB.

" The use ofr signals a change of expression. To this poithéntext, the forny (people) had
been used. The change to ‘congregation’ or ‘conityus picked up in all translations and is

regarded as evidence of a shift in source material.
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7. And Phinehas, son of Eleazer, son of Aaron thesPs&w,
and he stood up from the midst of the congregatimhhe
took a spear in his hand.

8. He went after the man of Israel, into the t8and he
pierced® through the two of them, the man of Israel and the
woman, in(to) her stomacfi. And the plague was
restrained from the sons of Israel.

9. And those who died in the plague were 24 000.
10.Then Yhwh spoke to Moses saying,

11. ‘Phinehas, son of Eleazer, son of Aaron the
Priest has turned backmy wrattf? from the sons
of Israel; by his ze4l, my zeal is displayed in their
midst?* So, | did not annihilaté the sons of Israel

in my zeal. 12. Therefore say, | now give to him

18 The formnap is ahapax and is translated here using the most commorerarg Alter

suggests ‘alcove’, which is a very similar idea.

19 The most common alternative is ‘stabbed’, whil8Nidiggests ‘ran them both through’. Both
those choices seem to be too fleeting for the éxtetie physical exertion required.

2 59p is used here again, modified with a singular féngmpossessive. NAB ignores it, while
Alter, Budd and Levine refer to it as ‘tent’ onagaan. However, the rendering allows it to be ‘her
stomach’, which is in line with the action of thieqezing which precedes it. Older translations and
reading read much into this, as will be seen in History of Interpretation, in particular Chapters
II.1 and 1.2. Knox's translation serves as a gegdmple: ‘groin to groin’, while LXX has

‘womb’. The decision here is based largely on wira imagines is happening in the tent.

21 NJB suggest ‘deflected’, though the root fama is more commonly ‘turn’. Again, it fits with
the enormity of Phinehas’ action also.

2.1, rendered here as ‘wrath’, also carries connatatiaf heat, and so links with the earlier
‘burning’, and also the heat of the sun.

2 x1p can be either ‘jealous’ or ‘zealous’, though ‘fmas’ as an adjective is only used of God.
Only CEB renders jealous. Interestingly, NJPS‘passion’

4 This is complicated construction, rendered in @etg of ways. The general sense is indicated
in the present translation: that the divine zealnacted by Phinehas.

25 sannihilate’ here follows Levine. The root medttscome to an end’, which is widely used.

The noun form means ‘destruction’, so ‘annihilgigks up this aspect of the form.
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my covenant of peac®.13. And it will be for him
and for his seed after him a covenant of everlgstin
Priesthood’ In return for his zeal for his God he

has made atoneméhfor the sons of Israel.’

14.Now the name of the slaughtered Israelite mam sléh the Midianite
woman, was Zimri, son of Salu, cHigbf an ancestral house of Simeon.
15. And the name of the slaughtered woman, the Midgamidman, was

Cozbi, daughter of Zur, heXdbf a tribe, an ancestral house in Midian.
16.Then Yhwh spoke to Moses saying,

14.‘Be hostile to the Midianites, and you desttbihem. 18. Because they
were hostile to you in their deceitfulness with erhthey fooled? you in
the matter of Peor, and in the matter of Cozbigtiéer of a chief of
Midian, their sister. She was killed in the daytteé plague from the
matter of Peor™

% pyow snais rendered ‘my covenant of fellowship’ by Levimad ‘my pact of friendship’ by
NJPS.

2" NRSV and Alter speak of a ‘perpetual priesthoddake that it be implicit in the mention of the
descendants.

28 NJB places the atonement of Israel in the futinewill have the right to preform the ritual of
expiation’, not acknowledging that the act of murdas an act of atonement. The other
translations differ in this respect.

29 Again, a different word for a position of leadépsts used.

% The earlier wordx1 is used here to describe the father of Cozbapjtears that he holds a
similar position to that of Zimri’'s father who igscribed as w:.

1 The words ‘harass’ and ‘destroy’ are renderedimiaber of ways, none of which departs from
the sentiment expressed. The word ‘destroy’ hasyrfams in Hebrew, the most significant
beingonn, the word associated with the ‘law of the banhe titter destruction of cities associated
with Yahweh warfare. While this form is not fouimdthe present text, the word most commonly
used in parallel with it is the word which is fouhdre,o1.

32 \Deceitfulness’ and ‘fooled’ both derive fromi. Budd and Alter talk of ‘their wiles’, playing
off the idea of ‘craftiness’, with NJB similarlymdering ‘guile’.

3 For the purpose of this thesis, the translatinisfies at this point. However, the MT has an
additional verse, linking this chapter to the cenatich follows in chapter 26. English
translations have broken the chapter as | have haeehing the final verse to the beginning of
26:1.
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Chapter 1.2
Historical-Critical Interpretation

A. Initial Explorations

There can be no question that Numbers 25 is ciydmtated within the Torah

narrative. Num 25 comes at a pivotal moment inrtagative of Numbers; the
final scene before the census of the conqueringrgéion. In a literary sense, the
Numbers narrative extends back to the great scdndhe Exodus, and

ideologically, all the way back to the announcenrmaatle to Abraham in Gen 12.

Here are the descendants; before them is the lamdiged to their ancestors.

Having left the foot of Mount Sinai with the instition to ‘go to the land of which

| swore to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’ (Ex 32thi¢ Israelites find themselves in
camp by the Jordan (Num 22:1), with Jericho anda@arin clear view. After 40
years wandering in the wilderness, Moses camps thélpeople of Israel on the
boundary of the land Yhwh had told him about in &x® 3:17. We might expect
this to be a moment of triumph for Moses and tteldling nation. Having
already experienced Yhwh's assistance in winningdsaat Hormah (Num 21:1-
3), at Heshbon and its surrounding territory (Nuin22-25) and Bashan (Num
21:33-35) we assume that Israel would be full @hfand optimism as they drew
nearer to the promised land. Instead, what we fdhat this people still
resembles that people who created the goldenrcéifel shadows of Mount Sinai
in Exodus 32 and who had doubted their god’s aftitittake the land in Numbers
13-14. Indeed, what transpires in Numbers 25 enawore grievous then these
episodes of great failure and is projected thrairghcanon of the Old Testament,
and into the New Testament as well, as the archetgpaelite failuré. By the
end of its nineteen verses, this chapter will healated the demise of the Sinai
generation and paved the way for the new generatitoh, under Joshua, will

cross the Jordan and take possession on Canaan.

! This is a reiteration of the message received bgéd at the burning bush in Ex 3:7-17.

2 strangely, Martin Noth dismissed Numbers 25 asdhsequential and fragmentary’. While it is
true to say that the text is fragmentary, the degign ‘Inconsequential’ is an error in judgement.
The fact that it is within this chapter that thedfi members of the Sinai generation are killed off,
that the events of this chapter are readily redafiehe memory of the biblical writers, that withi
this chapter Phinehas is granted a perpetual covesnggests that this chapter is anything but
‘inconsequential’. Martin NotiMlumbers: A Commentgrirans. James D. Martin, The Old
Testament Library (London: S.C.M. Press, 1968),. 195

25



Having reached the banks of the river Jordan, theative is broken by the
insertion of the story of Mesopotamian prophet Balaand the Moabite king,
Balak. This runs from Numbers 22 through to 24making in Balaam’s
astonishing words of blessing over the nation dds much to the chagrin of his
would-be employer. While the insertion of thisetarchapter unit does disrupt the
narrative of the Israelite’s seemingly relentlesarch to Canaan, within it we
discover a number of elements which project intatollows and so become

crucial to our understanding of chapter 25.

Firstly, there is some confusion regarding theimision between the Moabites
and Midianites. In 22:3-4, we discover that Moslni great dread of the horde of
Israelites that have camped in their territory, #red voice this fear to the ‘elders
of Midian’. The Israelites have camped in the ipgaof Moab’ (Num 22:1). The
sense of the text suggests that Moab is surrourmedhe Israelite camp.
Subsequently, Balak sends a delegation to summémaBa a delegation which
includes elders of both Moab and Midian (vs 7). ts point the Midianites
disappear from the story, their presence presuméditgn for granted. In
Balaam’s oracles of doom for the surrounding natidvioab is named as a land
that shall have its borders crushed (23:17) butidvlidloes not raise a mention.
Within chapter 25, we see this pattern reversedthé opening verses, with the
scene clearly set at Peor, the daughters of Maalnariew, but by the end of the
chapter, Moab seems to have been dissolved inteaMignd the charge is given

to destroy Midian for, amongst other things, thattar of Peor®

Secondly, there is the matter of Balaam’s knowledg&hwh. Balaam reveals
himself as a Yahwist in Num 22:8 when he tells dedegation of Moabite and
Midianite officials that he will seek the word ofhiWh before making a decision
whether or not he will return to King Balak withetin. When the delegation
returns a second time with offerings of gold ardesifollowing Balaam’s initial
refusal to go with them, he asserts in even stnolagguage that he could ‘not go
beyond the command of Yahweh, my God!" (Num 22:18)s apparent from this
that Balaam knew Yhwh, and though the scripturaloaat eventually turns
against Balaam and castigates him as an enemyasdl,|gthere seems to be an

integrity to his claims in Numbers 22. In some w/#lyis mirrors the portrayal of

3 See the section ‘The Moabite/Midianite Probleniblae
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the Midianites in the Pentateuch. Moses is mart@edipporah (Ex 2:21), the
daughter of the Midianite Priest Reuel, later nardethro (Exodus 18). Jethro
also appears to be a Yahwist, declaring Yhwh tcabeve all other gods (Ex
18:11) and offering sacrifices of praise in resgotts Yhwh's deliverance of the
people of Israel from Egypt. While Midian are rmtund to Yhwh in covenant
like the Israelites, it seems clear that they naama respect of Yhwh, and in the
case of the Priest Jethro (religiously speakingpaesentative of his people), and
see Yhwh as a god worthy of their worship. Addiatly, from the marriage of
Zipporah and Moses we deduce that these are naifogeod terms. Yet by the
end of Numbers 25, the perception of the Midianties changed and they are
cast as the enemies of Israel, and so by extensi@mies of Yhwh; a people to
be destroyed (Num 25:17).

Thirdly, and most telling, is the nature of Balaamoracles. Balak has solicited
Balaam with the intention of having him curse I$i@&&m 22:6) in the belief that

Balaam’s prophetic utterance will be efficaciousithancing his nation’s ability
to hold the horde of Israelites at bay. Balak’anpis thwarted by Balaam’s
insistence that he can do no such thing. Indeeds lsompelled by Yahweh, his
god, not to curse Israel, but to pronounce oracledaborate blessing, including
the announcement that Moab is to be crushed. | isréikened to a ravenous lion
that will not lie down until it has eaten its prapd drunk the blood of the slain
(Num 23:24). Against this prophetic backdrop @& #aborate blessing of Yhwh
comes the moment of Israel's greatest failure tegplin Yhwh’s great anger

(Num 25:4) and punishment in the form of a plague.

The NRSV commences chapter 26 with the words, fAtte plague’. This is a
pattern witnessed in the other English translatiai®. In doing this, the
translation severs the events of chapter 25 fromtvdilows, a second census of
the Israelites (following on the initial census afapters 1-4). However, this
represents a departure from twe, which renders that clause as the conclusion of
chapter 25. So chapter 25 ends with a link to vibliaws; ‘And so it was, after

* This is not to suggest that a single historicatative of these events, linking Exodus and
Numbers exists. The differing attitudes towardsMidianites is reflective of the views of the
particular source documents in use. This is redhgular history we are reading, but rather, an
edited history.
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the plague® It is apparent that the compiler of th@ is urging us to see that the
events that unfolded in chapter 25 are inextricdiblyed to the second census,
that there is continuity between them, manufactumedtherwise. This compels
us to view the plague in a particular way, the abhtarization of Phinehas in a

particular way, and the apparent demise of Mosasparticular way.

Structural Outline
While Numbers 25 comes to us as a unit, there thinvit a sense of some
division. It seems reasonably clear that the tathmences with two distinct
stories. The first is told within verses 1-5 arehld with the Israelite men’s
engagement with the daughters of Moab and the guksé apostasy that ensufed.
The second story is that of Zimri and Cozbi as wsllPhinehas as read in verses
6-9. The use of the formum, a marker designed to alert us to something®new
introduces this new development within the nareatind functions as a clear sign
that what follows is in some manner distinct forawvthas transpired thus far.
These two stories are welded together into the fasmve have it. The material
that comprises verses 10-18 could belong to thisrak story or it could be an
editorial addition. Certainly the material withitrrelates to the story just told, but
there is a strong suggestion that it was added \alten the stories were wed
together. George Buchanan Gray, in his magiste@hmentary originally
published in 1903, and which dominated the liteaton Numbers until Martin
Noth’s 1968 commentary divided these verses evahdy suggested that verses
10-13 be separated from verses 14-18 on the agise¢rses 10-13 deals with the
granting of Yhwh’s covenant while verses 14-18 f&®sion the Midianites, and
the justification for the impending holy war withem. As is usually the case in
Pentateuchal studies, the division of text is alGsmurce’ lines. While this
method is debatable, particularly in the contempyoesa®® a division of the text

with these views in focus (while at the same tineenembering that these

® See ‘Translation’.

® See, Dennis T. Olsoifhe Death of the Old and the Birth of the New : Fr@mework of the
Book of Numbers and the PentateuBhown Judaic studies (Chico: Scholars Press, 1985

" Even within this set of verses there is a suggesif the combination of traditions. We will deal
with this presently.

8 Adele Berlin,Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical NarratiyBible and Literature Series
(Sheffield: Almond Press, 1983), 62-63.

® George Buchanan Gra4, Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Numbexs S.R. Driver, A.
Plummer, and C.A. Briggs, The International Criti€@mmentary on the Holy Scriptures of the
Old and New Testaments (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clai®%03). See ‘History of Interpretation’,
Chapter 11.2 for closer analysis.

10 See ‘History of Interpretation’, Chapter I1.2.
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divisions are at best arbitrary) does shed somiat lan this chapter and the

narrative development of the embedded themes.

Verses 1-5
Verses 1-5 are generally attributed to"3®hich is to say that it is a composite of
traditions. This designation is based on the s (‘the people’) to describe
the Israelites in verses 1 and 2. This sourceaditionally dated to around 1000
BCE and is sometimes known, most famously throighviork of F.M. Cros$
as the ‘epic’ tradition. This places the text apmnately 200 years later than the
events which it purports to describe. In compatimese verses to the rest of the
material that comprises JE, some instructive padt@merge. Within the epic
tradition, the Midianites are treated favourably.is within this body of material
that the story of Zipporah and her father are foulhruch Levin& notes that
within these verses no blame is attached to theamoimvolved. It is the Israelite
men who are held responsible by Yhwh, Israelitelées who are commanded to
be put to death, the failure of the people whidhseaYhwh’s great fury. There is
no sense of culpability lain upon the shoulderghaf Moabites, the blame lies
squarely upon the sons of Israel. This is in goeatrast to what follows later in

the chapter.

Verses 6-9
Almost immediately we detect a shift in the nameofdgsrael in verse six, when
they are referred to asxww 12 nw-9> (‘the entire congregation of the sons of
Israel’). The rooti7y follows again in verse seven. This is regarded Bsiestly

term, that is, originating from a source assumetaocomposed by Priest or a

1 In the classical formulation of the documentarpdtpesis, J stands for ‘Yahwist' (following
German spelling) and is thought to originate frova Southern Kingdom. E stands for ‘Elohist’
and is claimed to have originated in the Northeimgidlom. The separation of the Kingdoms
occurred in around 928/7 BCE and lasted until glleof the Northern Kingdom in 721. JE
represents an editorial ‘rationalization’ of thés® supposed sources. Recent European
scholarship has revisited the classical formulatibthe documentary hypothesis with significant
results. Confidence in J, E and JE has falteregh eollapsed. It has become customary then, to
refer to this material using the more circumspennt ‘non-P’. See, Thomas B. Dozeman,
Konrad Schmid, and Baruch J. Schwalitzae Pentateuch: International Perspectives on Qutrre
ResearchForschungen zum Alten Testament (Tlbingen: Mabbé&tk, 2011).

2 Frank Moore Cross;anaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic; Essays in the Hystd the Religion of
Israel (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973).

13 Baruch A. LevineNumbers 21-36 : A New Translation with Introductimd Commentarylst
ed. (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 296.
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school of Priests. Such material is generally datethe 5th-8 century BCE?
either during the Babylonian exile or following theturn to Jerusalem when the
Priests took control of the running of the natiofts such, it betrays a southern
and cultic bias. Clearly, this dating places aagrehronologicdf distance
between the two traditions as they sit side by sidine text® Nonetheless, it is
clear to see the thematic ground which binds thegether and how they have
been used to form a ‘unified’ text. As Nihan notings is not a Priestly variation
of vss. 1-5, but rather, a development of the storgrder to introduce a new

element’

Verses 10-18
These verses, which divide internally at verseal®,etiological in nature. Verses
10-14 deal with the nature of the covenant bestowedn Phinehas and his
descendants. These verses point to a time whes wses a secure Priesthood and
importantly, a Priesthood of successtdn. Verses 15-18 serve as divine
justification for the ensuing war with Midian. Asich, it is easy to assume that
this material is retrojected into the text at adadate. It is here that we see the
shift in attitude towards the Midianites, a conceftater generations far removed
from the events described as they sought to ‘puisfyael racially. That is, after
the return to Jerusalem as they sought to rebboéd nhation. This material then

appears to belong to a Priestly redaction.

On the issue of structure, it is worth noting théhin the Jewish community this
chapter is divided between twmarashot Verses 1-9 form the conclusion to

Parashat Balak(which commences as 22:2), while verses 10-19 nigelw

14 Julius WellhauserRrolegomena to the History of Ancient Israel, wdtReprint of the Article
"Israel" From the Encyclopaedia BritannicMeridian Books (Cleveland,: World Publishing Co.,
1965).

15 And so also social, ideological, religious andao

18 It must be borne in mind that there is great deladund the issue of P. Indeed the notion of
any complete ‘P source’ has been rejected by melmgiars. However, there has been a recasting
of ‘P’ as a stage, or indeed stages, of redactitrat being the case, the tradition around Phinehas
as we read it in Psalm 106:28-31 may have beenedagre for Priestly purposes. We can also
conclude from this that the book of Numbers as alevhas undergone a history of composition, a
point recognized by Gray in his 1903 commentary.

7 Christophe Nihan, "The Priestly Covenant, Its Raipretations, and the Composition of "P","

in The Strata of the Priestly Writings: Contemporamtiate and Future Directiongd. Sarah
Shectman and Joel S. Badéibhandlungen zur Theologie des Alten und Neueramestts

(zurich: Theologischer Verlag Zirich, 2009), 120.

8 Noth, Numbers: A Commentgr§95. Specifically, an Aaronite Priesthood, thriokdeazer.

9 See, Nihan, "The Priestly Covenant, Its Reinteggiens, and the Composition of "P"."
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Parashat Pinchas(the transliterated form of Phinehas, and whicimtiooes
through to 30:1). This division is telling in what combines and what it
separates. The two stories of immorality and asyst@along with Phinehas’
violent response are joined together, giving thatipular reading a very jarring
conclusion. However, this separation results egticond reading opening with a
note of triumph for the newly heroic figure of Péiras whose name is forever

grafted to the nextarashah

B. Reading Numbers 25 Int[er/ra]-textually — An Hstorically
Oriented Reading

Verse 1 commences by placing the story in a pdatidocation, Shittim. This
practice of locating the text in a place servesdéparate it from the previous
section. In naming a particular place, the narralso suggests that what we will
witness is also particular, a specific event tregigened, at this place. Joshua 2:1
tells us that it is from Shittim that spies weratse to Jericho. It is from Shittim
that the Israelites cross the Jordan (Josh 3)tectba monument at Gilgal (Josh
4), consecrate themselves through circumcisiorh(3sand finally, take Jericho
(Josh 6). In the travelogue of Numbers 33:49-5Bel/Shittim, a place in the
plains of Moab (Num 22:1) is listed as the lasth#f Israelite’s camp sites before
the conquest of Canaan. Not only is Shittim aipaler place, it is, so it seems, a
particularly important place, and so the eventscivtiake place here are likewise,

important®

Levine asserts that the use of the verbsuggests that the Israelites were not just
camping, but were ‘settling® This suggests a prolonged stay, perhaps even with
the view to inhabiting the spafe.Certainly the text of Numbers 22-24 appears to
allow us to conclude that the Israelites had spente time in the plains of Moab,
certainly long enough for the delegation of offisi#o travel to see him twice!
The placement of Shittim in the travelogue (Num48350) sheds no light on the
length of their stay, which is, in reality, irrelw. Indeed, the first clause of

Numbers 25, which links it as the continuation 8f12shows us in fact that the

20 see ‘Narrative Analysis: Space’, Chapter I1.1.
21 evine,Numbers 21-36 : A New Translation with Introductiord Commentary282.
22 eventually, the land surrounding Shittim wouldamportioned to Gad (Num 32)
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Balaam pericope is an insertion, and so any suggest a possible time-frame

drawn from it is purely speculative.

Some time during their stay in the plains of Motig Israelites begin to enter
relationships with the daughters of Moab. The waranslated ‘began to
fornicate’ derives from the rooetr which is often translated ‘to fornicate’ but it
also has the implication of ‘be a harlt'.This understanding of the word is often
used in a metaphorical sense in relation to Issaelationship to Yhwh? so that
when Israel is allured by other deities, this iglenstood as an act afr. In
addition, when the people of Israel engage sexwdlly people of other nations,
this is regarded asr. As we read these verses, it appears that #tlese nuances
of the word are in use. Israel’'s men have sex with Moabite women (or as
Levine renders it, ‘began to pursue improper refati’Y> At this stage the
relationship is purely physical, fornication. Blogfore long, the daughters of
Moab invite the men of Israel to participate in itheeligious ceremonies,
involving eating and bowing down (vs 2). The resilthis activity is that Israel
is bound to Baal-Peor. The word ‘boundv iz which can also mean ‘yoked’ or
‘attached’. It is a rare form, used only in thisise at this point and in Psalm 106
which revisits this story. This rarity suggestattthe term itself had some cultic
meaning which is now lost. This sense of ‘attachtmeontinues to build upon
the sexual imagery which has dominated these vei&ssdNoth observed, ‘the sex

had no cultic background, but did have cultic copsmces?

A passage from Exodus 34 is illuminating here;

15 You shall not make a covenant with the inhalétasf the
land,

for when they prostitute themselves to their gods,

someone among them will invite you, and you wilt e& the
sacrifice.

16 And you will take wives from among their daughtéor your
sons, and their daughters who prostitute themseétveeeir gods
will make your sons also prostitute themselvesheirt gods.
(NRSV)

2377 in BDB, 275.

% see Ezekiel 16, Isaiah 23, Hosea for exampl@sagfhetic use of this metaphor.
25 evine,Numbers 21-36 : A New Translation with Introductiord Commentary281.
% Noth, Numbers: A Commentarg.96.
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Here we have what appears to be a prediction of¢hething that has happened,

or as Olson suggests, a dire warning fulfifféd.

Yhwh’s Anger
Accompanied with this is the first statement of Ytsvanger which ‘burned’
within Israel. The word for burned is derived frahe rootson, the same root
used in Deut 7:3-4 which warns the Israelites th&rmarriage with Canaanite
people will lead to Yhwh'’s anger burning againgrh) destroying them quickly.
This ‘burning’ anger clearly has a physical elemgenit, not just a metaphorical

understanding.

Yhwh’s anger manifests itself in a number of waytighout the text. Firstly,
Yhwh commands that the ‘heads of the people’ bealegpin the sun ‘for Yhwh'.
The word ‘heads’ isvx1 which takes a double meaning. While it can mémen t
physical head, which adds a graphic image to thanpalement, it also has the
sense of ‘head of a tribe’, or ‘chiéf. These ideas are combined here in a
gruesome way. The gravity of this punishment catmeounderstated. The only
other use of impalement within the Old Testamewruosin 2 Samuel 21:6 when
seven of Saul's family are handed over for impaletneith the express purpose
of ‘expiation’ (2 Sam 21:3). If this is the undeensding of the use in the present
text, then we are witnessing the divine sanctiomh r@teipt of human sacrifice as
a means of atonement. The senseywwb could also be rendered ‘for Yhwh’, as
opposed to ‘before Yhwh'’, which gives the impressid ‘in Yhwh's sight’. The

ambiguity of the preposition allows us to read #gsion in a number of ways.

The use of impalement, that is, the hanging of ayb@ described in

Deuteronomy 21:22-23 as a signal of divine curddoses is commanded by
Yhwh to put the most socially significant Isradditeo the most brutal, publicly
shameful death. However, this is fundamentallyanatarning to Israel, (though it
almost certainly would appear to do that), but #fiéicacious way to appease

Yhwh'’s anger’®

2" Dennis T. OlsonlNumbers Interpretation, a Bible Commentary for Teaching &reaching
(Louisville: John Knox Press, 1996), 154.

2 yxv’ in BDB, 910-911.

2% Thomas B Dozeman, "The Book of Numbers,The New Interpreter's BiblgNashville:
Abingdon, 1998), 199.
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Interestingly, Moses’ response to Yhwh’'s commarglgyis contrary to what he
is told. Moses calls his judges togetfleand orders them to put to death only
those who were guilty of the sin at Peor. Itifficllt to understand why Moses
acts this way. Noth suggests that verse 5 may Ilageaaddition to reinforce the
sense for later readers that the guilty deserve, camnot escape punishniént
along with the ‘*heads’, who are held responsibhepdy because of their position
as societal leaders.

At the end of verse five, the first scene of thaptbr is over. Even within these
five verses are parallels with some of the everitdsmel’s recent past. In

Numbers 13 we read the stories of spies sent byeMusreconnoitre the land. Of
seventy sent, only two, Caleb and Joshua retuttm avieport of optimism. At the

edge of the land, in a position of promise Isramdek their composure. In
Numbers 14 the people of Israel rebel against Aamd Moses, complaining
bitterly at their fate in the wilderness. And hawgain, with the promised land in
view, the people of Israel rebel, this time in arfeore dramatic way. Earlier than
this, in the shadows of Mount Sinai with the merasrof the Exodus burning in
their memories the people of Israel had falteredl eneated the golden calf. All
the while, Moses was on the mountain top meetintg Whwh. At the moment of

greatest promise, Israel flinches. At Baal-Pebe pattern continues. As
Milgrom comments, ‘Israel’s glorious promise is irediately dashed by the
sickening reality of Israel at Baal-Peor...Israelistf encounter with Canaanite
culture is an unmitigated disaster. Baal-Peortehel into their memory as a

nadir in Israelite history”

A Sudden Change
Verse six commences withm. The word itself is a symbol that a dramatic tshif
is taking place within the flow of the narrativ@ehold! Attention! New actors
have appeared and our focus is immediately upan.thEhe setting appears to be
different also. Suddenly, the entire congregatiérthe Israelites are gathered

together, weeping, at the entrance to the tentedtimg. The tent here is called

% See Exodus 18. The judges are Moses’ appoiasatkts, not the hereditary leaders of the
individual tribes.

31 Noth, Numbers: A Commentarg97.

32 Jacob MilgromNumbers = [Ba-midbar] : The Traditional Hebrew Texith the New JPS
Translation ed. Nahum M. Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary (Phila@e Jewish Publication
Society, 1990), 480.
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7y Pax. It is a form which belongs to the ‘epic’ traditi and is the place where
Moses met with Yhwh ‘face to face’ (Ex 13:11) batretained in the Priestly
material within the Pentateudh. The tent is a symbol of Yhwh's presence with
the people of Israel and as such is a site of ewreignificance. There are
differing traditions as to where the tent stoodrefation to the camp; the epic
tradition (Exodus 33:13-17) places it outside thep, while later tradition places

it in the middle of the camp (Numbers 2:2). Whatethe case, in the matters of
the cult and the religious life of Israel, the tententral. The mention of the tent,
the primary cultic symbol of Israel, also linksgtgection to the cultic element
which has dominated verses £%5. The events which are to transpire take place

at a site of great significance.

These events also take place in a moment of gre@dnal significance. The
congregation of the Israelites are engaged in anaomal lament. It is difficult to
know with any certainty, but it seems that the cvenf the text is relating it to
the events of verse thrée.Nonetheless, the Israelite people have gatherétea

tent, a sign that they are experiencing a natiorisits °

The new actors are introduced in a very vague,destript fashion; ‘a man from
the sons of Israel’ and a ‘Midianite woman’. Theroduction of the Israelite
male immediately distances him from the-%5, the entire congregation that are
gathered at the tent. The use of ‘the Midianitenan’ is equally polarizing. She
is an outsider suddenly placed in the full viewaafentire nation gathered at their
most sacred site. The description of her as aaviitk seems inconsequential to
us at this point. The first five verses involvedabite women. By the end of the

chapter, this national division will have dissolved

The ambiguity of the couple’s identity is paralkkley the ambiguity of their
actions. Apparently, the man brings the womaro‘ims brothers’. The language

seems to suggest that the man is introducing iswié to his family. It is this

%3 Roland de VauxAncient Israel: Its Life and Institutionfrans. John McHugh (London: Darton,
Longman and Todd, 1961), 295. de Vaux points loait within the Priestly material, the tent also
takes the nampwn. This has the sense of a temporary dwelling.

34 Dozeman, "The Book of Numbers," 199.

% Timothy R. AshleyThe Book of Numberslew International Commentary on the Old
Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993).

% Levine,Numbers 21-36 : A New Translation with Introductamd Commentary286.
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understanding which dominates translations and cemtamies. However, as
Levine points ouf a Hiphil conjugation of the verb changes the megrto
‘bring a sacrifice’. This is in line with Levine’'attempt to de-sexualize the
history of interpretation of this whole passdgeHowever, the possibility of it
further charges the narrative with cultic significa, and the theme of human

sacrifice potentially links this verse with thestifive verses.

Man of Zeal, and the Aftermath
At this point Phinehas enters the scene. Besigpsaaing in a genealogy in Ex
6:25, this is his first appearance in canonizedpshaf the bible, though it
certainly isn’t his last! Unlike the Israelite mand Midianite woman, Phinehas
is given a very clear introduction, ‘son of Eleazgwn of Aaron the Priest’ as if
the writer is trying to impress his credentials mps. The genealogical tracing of
his parentage is significant, and it is certainbt the only time when Priestly
credentials are seen to be important. Aaron, tiethér and deputy of Moses
stands as the fore-father of the priestly tradifiofsrael. He had four sons, two
of whom, Nadab and Abihu are dramatically consuimeéire in Leviticus 10 for
cultic offences® The remaining two sons, Ithamar and Eleazer noad to serve
as Priests (Num 3:4), but Eleazer seems to havefrégleged, being the chief of
the Levitical guard who had responsibility for ttaernacle (Num 3:32). Then,
when Aaron died (Numbers 20), Moses chooses Eleazdris successor, and
dresses him in the vestments of the High Pffesh 1 Chronicles 24:3, during the
reign of King David, Zadok is described as beinfgttee sons of Eleazer’. When
Solomon is anointed King, Zadok is anointed as riehich is to say, High
Priest. This distinguishes him from Abiathar whasaalso a High Priest under
David’s rule, but who traced his heritage throudbager’s brother, Ithamar. In
the return after the exile, Ezra is similarly licked Phinehas, Eleazer and Aaron
as way of legitimizing his function amongst the nadsvusalem community (Ezra
7).

%" Ibid. Levine’s argument has some merit in thig thndering would also fit in with Priestly
concerns of sacrifice and atonement. Howeversémse of the ensuing text does not seem to
support his suggestion.

3 See ‘History of Interpretation’.

39 For another example of the sons of a significai@sPacting inappropriately, see 1 Samuel 2:
11.

0 Of course, this expression is a little anachramists there is no ‘high’ priest during the time of
Moses. Nonetheless, Aaron’s robes, now Eleazeo'seem to be symbolic of a special place in
the community which would eventually become thetHRyiest.
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1 Chronicles 9:20 lists Phinehas as the chief ef tdbernacle guards, which
seems to suggest he took his father’'s role wheroraied and Eleazer was
promoted* It is no surprise in light of these texts to diger that Phinehas was
present at the tent and on the look out, fulfillimg role as the chief guard of the
sacred precinct, particularly given that the ertioeise of Israel was gathered at a
moment of crisis. Phinehas, clearly angered byt\Wwhasees, rises from the midst
of the congregation and takes a spear in his h&peéncer describes Phinehas as a
strong, violent defender of Israelite Worsf‘ﬁp. In what ensues, Phinehas
distinguishes himséft as just that, establishing the exemplary model of

militaristic Priesthood.

It is evident that it is the action of the Israelinan and Midianite woman which
provoked Phinehas. The text however gives us miicixdescription of their
action or intent. Without hesitation, Phinehascehas upon and slays them. The
description of this aét is far more vividly captured than that of the poor
unsuspecting couple. Phinehas stabs the two oh,tibe man and woman
through the belly. The text allows us to read ‘belly’. The method is cruel.
Being stabbed through the belly ensures a slowfpladeath. The description
points to the closeness of the two bodies, seeronguggest that they were
stabbed together, joined together on the one sgeaeems reasonable to assume
from this that the couple involved were engagea isexual union and that the
familial introduction of verse six is what it appgdo be. There is an argument
that the union between the Israelite and the Mitkawoman is cultic, which is to
say, that the Israelite man has solicited a cuyftiostitute. Hugenberger is
emphatic, ‘the very obvious implication [is] tha&ely were caught in the very act
of ritual prostitution.*® Hugenberger is not alone, as LeVfhalso follows this

“1 The verse also adds ‘The Lord was with him’, adwvo veneration for this emerging hero. See
also Psalm 106: 30-31 and Sirach 45: 23-25, wheigeRas is listed as ‘third in glory’, behind
only Moses and Aaron.

“2 John R Spencer, "Phinehas,"Tine Anchor Bible Dictionaryed. D.N. Freedman (New York:
Double Day, 1992), 346.

“3To use Gray's term.

4 And following, the intent.

5 G.P. Hugenberger, "Phinehas, limernational Standard Bible Encyclopedid. Geoffrey W.
Broimley (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1986).

46 |evine,Numbers 21-36 : A New Translation with Introductaond Commentar287.. See
also, Cross, 201-203, who links this religious gitogon to the story of Eli's sons. The classic
statement in this light is the article by Reif ihiah he argues that the word translated ‘belly’ is
actually to be translated ‘shrine’, following anadic word for ‘tent’. This ‘tent-shrine’
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line of thought. However, there is no suggestibthis in the text. Indeed, other
texts seem to render it unlikely. Psalm 106 reptirat the sacrifices eaten by the
people at Baal-Peor were made ‘to the dead’ (P46 28), which suggests a
funerary cult rather than a fertility cult. As Mibm points out, an engagement
with the cult in this circumstance would surely & attempt to terminate the
plague. People would not consult Baal for thisppse, as Baal was the fertility
God?*’ The suggestion that this is a cultic union theenss a little forced.

However, this still leaves the reason for Phinelasponse unanswered. Such a
dramatic intervention must surely mean that sora¢gaht transgression has taken
place. Ashley summarizes scholarly opinion arounedd options, each of which
could apply given certain assumptio“ﬁsijlicit sex, foreign marriage or cultic
offense. All three of these factors could be mdrthe equation. Indeed, it is
possibly the combination of all these things whaaused Phinehas to respond
with such impunity. Noth also makes a contributtonthis argument. With a
communal lament taking place, it is almost certhgt some form of abstinence
would be in order. The Israelite man’s actionqtbf course assumes that the
relationship was sexual in nature) is a clear,aefbreach of that observance,
committed in the full view of the community and ikmders and committed in the
sacred preciné® It seems most reasonable to assume that Phinedsgsinse is
based upon the Israelite man bringing the Midiamitanan into the camp; that
this is an issue of foreign marriage. This exdaime reiteration of her
nationality. This issue also links it to the openiscene of the chapter and
suggests an emerging theme which is surely whatrgiter would be attempting
to do. Of course, it is not without difficulty; @oes not account for the fact that
Moses had a Midianite wife and that the women inedl earlier were Moabite.
This though, seems to be a function of the perioith® text and the issues which
the later writers were looking to address. Rathes, a religious ‘use’ of history

to achieve a purpose in the present time.

accompanied nomads in the desert. Reif assumethése were in use by the Midianites, though
this is unattested. He also assumes that thisifisadistic intercourse, which is again, at best,
implicit. Admittedly, Reif qualifies this by statj that the primary offense is not sexual, but
cultic, though his explanation also fails to acddion why this Midianite tent is in such close
proximity to the tent of meeting. Stefan C. R&f/hat Enraged Phinehas : A Study of Numbers
25:8,"Journal of Biblical Literature90, no. 2 (1971).

" Milgrom, Numbers = [Ba-midbar] : The Traditional Hebrew Taxith the New JPS

Translation 476.

“8 Ashley, The Book of Numbers20.

“9 Noth, Numbers: A Commentarg98.
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A Plague?
The final sentence of verse eight and verse nime saunning. A plague,
previously unmentioned and which is left unexpldine ended. This plague had
left twenty-four thousand Israelites dead yet themo rationale given for it at all.
Its appearance at this point provokes several muessbut no firm answers. We
are left to assume that the plague is the reasothéogathering of the nation at
the tent. This would certainly fit within the realof national crisis suggested by
Levine. Beyond that, it seems that this plague psinishment for the activities of
Baal-Peor, perhaps even the physical manifestatfoiyhwh’'s anger burning
‘within Israel’ in verse thre&’ Or perhaps this plague is the plague mentioned in
Exodus 32: 34-35 and this is the day of punishnmeemtioned in those verses.
Milgrom’s suggestion that Numbers 25 is an extemsas the golden calf
episodé has merit here, as the theme of fidelity is commiod the plague acts as
a form of bridge between them. Olson also follds thinking, commenting
that the golden calf and Baal-Peor episodes reprdsmkends of the struggle of
the old generatiorf: a struggle which ends at this point as the plagftectively
exterminates the wilderness generation and makegsfarathe new generation

who will step into the promised land.

In Ps 106:28-31 the plague is linked directly taBReor, and Phinehas’ actions
are credited as the reason for its ending. Intewgy, there is no mention of the
Israelite man and Midianite woman in Psalm 106. 11&€or 10:8 is a passing
reference to this episode in a catalogue of Idmédilures. The writer, warning
the new Christian church says that ‘We must notligel in sexual immorality as
some of them did, and twenty-three thousand felaisingle day.” This also
seems to point to the Baal-Peor incident rathen tine affair with the Israelite
man as the epistle’s writer points to ‘some of thawther than a single figure.
Interestingly, the people who died from the pla¢steangely, one thousand fewer
than recorded in the Numbers 25 account) all died single day. It seems clear

from the Numbers text, which seems to borrow fréve Psalm, that the plague

*0 This is the view of Ashley in his commentary.

51 Milgrom, Numbers = [Ba-midbar] : The Traditional Hebrew Texith the New JPS
Translation 211.

%2 Olson,Numbers 156.
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was a recognized part of the Israelite traditiod #irat Phinehas’ actions caused it

to end. This explains the reason why it is unnoed; it is assumed knowledge.

Yhwh's Response
Verse ten serves to move the focus away from thieni scene played out by the
tent of meeting. Instead, the only charactersemnare Yhwh and Moses. Yhwh
explains, and in doing so praises Phinehas for wiaat just happened. The

consequences are extraordinary.

Firstly, Phinehas’ credentials are again listekitig him to Eleazer and Aaron.
The significance of re-iterating his position aBrést becomes significant in what
follows. Yhwh's decision to ‘turn back his wratis' linked to Phinehas’ display
of zeal. In fact, Phinehas’ zeal is describedrasxpression of Yhwh’s own zeal.
The root for zeal isip and can also mean ‘jealousy’. It refers to thelusive,

intolerant devotion that Yhwh expects from IsraEk (20:5). It demands a
fanaticism which Phinehas upholds. In Exodus Aaiors not just sit by, but
participates in the making of the golden calf. Hddion leads to the plague. At
Baal-Peor, in the face of some offence Phinehgsorets and defends Yhwh’s

honour and in so doing, protects Yhwh's pedple.

The praise of Phinehas continues. Not only is égamded as capable of
expressing Yhwh's own zeal, but he is rewardedtfior the most lavish of ways;
Yhwh’s granting of ‘My covenant of peace’. The giag of a covenant places
Phinehas in elite company within the canon of tiheé T®stament. Such a footing
with Yhwh belongs only to Noah, the Patriarchs @wavid. That this is an
everlasting covenant, renderenby ni> n1a (‘covenant of everlasting
Priesthood’) places Phinehas alongside Dabidf we project this covenant into
the future, we see that the life of Israel is gaeer both civilly and spiritually by

these two ‘everlasting’ covenants.

Nihan presses this point even further. This PFiestdaction establishes the

primacy of the priestly class. Where Moses helth@nity over Aaron, it is now

°3 Somewhat ironically, Phinehas’ action defends Yisvgeople from Yhwh!

* It is certainly high praise to be bracketed irs thiishion with such a luminary figure as David.
Sir. 45:23-25 lists him as ‘third in glory’ behimdoses and Aaron in the list of famous men.

%5 Milgrom, Numbers = [Ba-midbar] : The Traditional Hebrew Texith the New JPS
Translation 217. The wording of this covenant also suggestsit is unconditional.
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the High Priest who acts as the main mediator ef cbmmunity; where the
Davidic King once held sway, the High Priest is nihv supreme political figure
in Israel®

The irony of this covenant, Yhwh’s own covenantpefce, is that it is a reward
granted for a zealous (or perhaps, fanatical) &cextreme violence. Tikva
Frymer-Kensky attempts to rationalize this by sgythat ‘Phinehas acts with
violence to end violenc&? 1t is as if the cycle of violence that had consdm
Israel's existence needed such a dramatic act a&eskt out of the seemingly
interminable rut she was in. In Phinehas’ actddmwh's zeal was manifest in a
human agent and the result was so shocking thagghtould not return to how
they had been. The violence had to stop and itavbel replaced by a system of
reconciliation with god through the mediation ok tRriesthood. The act of
Phinehas murdering the couple marks a significamtnent in Israelite history.
To this point, there has been no mention of anggekilled for the violation of
the covenant or any reason to suspect that anpmpéiad the particular authority
to carry out such an act. Yet there appears ta taeit acknowledgement from
the congregation that the act is acceptable. Rbsiainflinching loyalty to Yhwh
is thus interpreted as restoring the stature aésgias an efficacious mediator

between Yhwh and the people of Isrel.

Yhwh’s commendation of Phinehas climaxes at the @neerse thirteen when it
is declared that Phinehas’ action has ‘made atonefoethe sons of Israel.” This
phrase bears all the hallmarks of a Priestly haAdts of atonement belong to
Priests alone and are the method by which indiVislgand community’s sins are
absolved. It is the function of the Priest whicfes Yhwh's wrath from the
peoplei?9 Atonement is always made by sacrifice. Repemtasmone cannot
absolve sin; it must always be augmented by saefiti This makes sense of

Yhwh’'s command to Moses in verse four, a commandchviappeared to go

°6 Nihan, "The Priestly Covenant, Its Reinterpretasicand the Composition of "P"," 125,27.
57 Tikva Simone Frymer-Kensky, "Another VieWarashat Pinchas in The Torah: A Women's
Commentaryed. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi and Andrea Weiss (Naw: Ydomen of Reform
Judaism URJ Press, 2008), 982.

8 Tamara Cohn Eskenazi, "Central CommentBRigrashat Pincha$ in The Torah: A Women's
Commentaryed. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi and Andrea Weiss (Naw: Ydomen of Reform
Judaism URJ Press, 2008), 963.

%9 Ashley, The Book of Numbers23.

50 Jacob Milgrom, "Numbers, Book Of," ifhe Anchor Bible Dictionaryed. D.N. Freedman
(New York: Doubleday, 1992), 1152.
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unheeded. The murder of the couple however sadisfhwh’s need for sacrifice
and Phinehas’ killing them becomes an atoningthetr blood becomes the blood
of sacrifice.

A Royal Affair
Having kept the couple’s identities hidden thus the narrator suddenly names
them at this point. The Israelite man is namedrZimmo is a prominent member
of the Simeonite tribe. Levine suggests that tleedimg implies that Zimri, not
his father Salu, is a chief within the triffe.Other translations assume that it is
Salu who is the chief. The point is that the nramived is a social leader, a high
ranking member of the civil structure. The Midi@nivoman is named Cozbi.
Her father, Zur, is an equally high ranking membEMidianite society, so that
we may think of Cozbi as a Princess or somethinglai. In the ensuing war on
Midian, a Zur is listed as one of five Kings tha¢ anurdered (Num 31: 8). We
have no way of attesting that these are the same lon& the link between the two
chapters is strong enough as to make the suggest@mible. Of course, their
social positioning is immaterial if the sin was s@rious. The point in naming
them and giving their lineage is to paint their@t$ as even more reprehensible.
As leaders, role-models within the society, theg people of influence and so

their public disregard for the community only fuethustified Phinehas’ response.

Indeed, their high ranking social position crea¢@en greater problems if the
union is permitted. Cozbi, through an attachmers tribal leader would become
a Matriarch. Her children, the following generatiof the tribes leaders would be

of mixed allegiancé’ both nationally and cultic-all{? This creates an enormous

®1 Levine,Numbers 21-36 : A New Translation with Introductamd Commentar290.

%2 Horst Seebass, "The Case of Phinehas at Baal#PBiom 25,"Biblische Notizenno. 117

(2003).

%3 The distinction between these two descriptor$nimat too minute to be noticed. When we talk
about cult we are talking about the practices dted that belong to a group’s religious expression.
Religion refers more generally to the set of bslibfat form a particular group. Of course, those
beliefs are given expression through the practidbeocult, so the two are closely linked. Nations
are defined by their ability to have a governmegdypiar to themselves, which may well be large
enough to take in a variety of languages or etgrocips, but which may also have a common
tongue. Of course, cultic practice can blur tHases, or mark them even more acutely. It appears
at times that Midian and Israel share certain sintiés, but it is also true that the events ofrPeo
seem to be etched in Israel’s memory as the praheixample of why foreign women are a threat.
Against this, we must remember to talk of natiammisome sense anachronistic, in that the
nation, as we imagine it, is a modern constructida.Renan pointed out in 1882, ‘[c]lassical
antiquity had republics, municipal kingdoms, comfiedions of local republics and empires, yet it
can hardly be said to have had nations in our wtaleding of the term.” Cited in Bill Ashcroft,
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threat for the ongoing viability of Israel as atutist, set-apart, holy nation. It also
heightens the drama around Phinehas’ stabbing Gbaiigh the belly, the area
where children are carried. The symbolism of ttadkes penetrating the womb is

immensely powerful, and final; two generations diduture is lost.

In the midst of all this, we must also bear in mihdt Cozbi is an outsider. As a
Midianite she is not bound by Israel’'s coven¥nthe bears no responsibility to
the congregation of Israel, and so actually, whataxe referring to is Zimri's
culpability. She is an unsuspecting victim of Ziswrperceived failure and

Phinehas’ fanaticism.

Retribution
The chapter concludes with Yhwh speaking to Mosddhe two stories are
entwined into one outcome: war with Midian. Thetiens of the Moabite
women, who are now called Midianite women, was seefdeceitfulness’. The
people of Midian are condemned for a conspiracyeuce the Israelites, which
is nowhere to be found in Num 25:1-5. This dechitdgs is portrayed as
aggression, to which the only response is retahatiThe verbs used by Yhwh as
commands aremx and on°a77, meaning, ‘Harass and destroy them’! These
commands are cruelly observed in Num 31, when lisnaeches against Midian,
accompanied by Eleazer and Phinehas. Men andehiltte all put to death. So
too are women involved in the affair of Peor. Tty people to survive,
incredibly, are the young women who are yet to hemercourse with a man
(Num 31: 18).

In Numbers 31:15, during the war with Midian, Bata#& implicated with this
conspiracy. Moses berates his army officers farkiibng Midianite women who
were involved in ‘the affair of Peor. There is tuiblical evidence for this
position. Indeed, as we have seen, Balaam regandedelf as a Yahwist,
incapable of uttering anything other than what Yhedid to him, and the
mouthpiece of some of the most lavish words of dites found in the Old
Testament. We must also remember that Balaam wvlasted by the King of

Moab, not Midian. That there is a mixture of ttamhs here seems beyond

Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, "Nation/Natioliem," in Post-Colonial Studies: The Key
ConceptqLondon: Routledge, 2007), 135.
54 See section below, ‘The Moabite/Midianite Problem’
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dispute. Balaam, like Midian, is being establishech scapegoat. Both have had
a positive role to play within the narrative, bue anow being portrayed as the
archetypal enemy of Israel. These views canndtdsmonized. The appearance
of the Midianites in Numbers 22 and the appearasfic®alaam in Num 31
represent late additions, designed with the exppespose of legitimizingaan,
holy war, an ideological war which endeavours ttalgdssh ‘cultic purity’ by

destroying the ‘disease’, or ‘impurity’, that thteas it>®

The affair of Cozbi is listed as another exampleesghthe women of Midian
fooled the Israelites. Cozbi crystallizes the dangForeign women, like the
daughters of Moab, or their ‘sister’, Cozbi, kebpit religious tradition&® As a

result, the future of Israel is endangered by theoause, ironically, their own
cultic faithfulness is far stronger than that o€ thons of Israel. Cozbi is the
archetype of the dangerous woman. A dalliance téthcan only end in disaster.

In fact, she is so dangerous, that the solutiavais divinely sanctioned.

The reliability of the report of the war on Midian,which every man and child is
said to be put to death is severely jeopardizedhbybook of Judges, in which
Gideon rises up to lead the people to fight MidiaRhinehas also appears in
Joshua and Judges, so the Priestly influence extoidust through the Torah but
also into the Deuteronomistic histdfy. This reinforces the ideological nature of
Numbers 25, in particular Num 25:17-18, and theorepf the war in Num 31.

This is again, use of ‘history’ to achieve somepmse in the present time. It
justifies the war on Midian and its barbaric tat&ff while also championing all

efforts to maintain cultic or national purity. Tkempiler of the text would have

% Thomas B Dozeman, "The Midianites in the Formatibthe Book of Numbers," ifthe Books
of Leviticus and Numbered. Thomas Rémer (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters8p@77. It is worth
noting that Num 24:25 notes that after his encaunith Balak, Balaam immediately leaves and
return to his place. His appearance in Num 31ididh is completely at odds with the previous
account. While the termnn is absent from this account, in Num 21:2 the lgeevow to ‘utterly
destroy’ the towns given over to them by Yhwh, veeb beingnan. As was mentioned on pg .24
n. 31, the word used>: is the most common parallel term. While the Ibr@a®to take booty from
the war with Midian in Num 31, Yahweh commands thatibute should be given. Given the
narrative continuity, it is reasonable to consitttés an early form of holy war. See, Mark G.
Brett, Decolonizing GodThe Bible in the Modern World (Sheffield: Sheftid®hoenix, 2009), 80.
66 Eskenazi, "Central CommentaBarashat Pinchas 964. The use of the word ‘sister’ is
another attempted linkage between Cozbi and thebNaomen of the first few verses. At this
point, the distinction between Moab and Midian baspletely dissolved.

57 Dozeman, "The Midianites in the Fornation of theoR of Numbers," 281.

% At least in the way it is reported.
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surely been aware of this unresolvable tensionaflewved it to settle within the

text.

C. Pro/Retro-jected Themes — The Canonical Trajeory of
Numbers 25

The wording of the heading above hints at the iaigichl positioning of Numbers
25 within the Old Testament canon. Situated withim Pentateuch, it is a part of
the opening section of the Old Testament, thusngivi canonical primacy. In
Jewish traditions, the Torah has long been recednis the most revered part of
the canon, the most sacred of all texts. TSrekplains what it means to live in
relation to God within the community of God’s peapllt is a public memory of a
shared past to define a common futlfrewithin this Torah, this teaching, this
instruction, we find this story placed at a critigancture. It is a story which is
not only remembered in its being told here, buteld, remembered and re-
written throughout the rest of the candn.lts theme& shape much of what

follows; they are projected, or perhaps, retrogddhrough the canon.

External Threats
The first theme that is evident is that of the dangf external threats to Israelite
fidelity, and so to their national safety. In N®@B-24 this theme is established,
and expanded upon in chapter 25. Balak’s attemgbticit Balaam potentially
places Israel in danger, a situation to which tasy completely oblivious. The
irony is that while Balaam claims allegiance to Yhand blesses Israel while
condemning Balak and his people, Israel immediafallyprey to apostasy and

rebel against Yhwh in their actions at Baal Peor.

%9 Both written and oral.

"0 Tamara Cohn Eskenazi, "Torah as Narrative andatleeras Torah," i©ld Testament
Interpretation: Past, Present, and Futyesd. James L. Mays, David L. Peterson, and Kentlda
Richards (Nashville: Abingdon, 1995), 13.

" Remembering and rewriting also feature in theohjsof the texts reception. See especially,
Chapter 11.1.

2 The themes which are examined here form a paheohetwork of texts that inform, and are
informed by the so called ‘Baal Peor’ incident, @sds/arious manifestations through the canon.
They are in the main, major theological themes Wiaie developed at various points in time
through the redactional history of the Hebrew hibldese themes are chosen for their perceived
importance, which is evident in the way that thely @ontinue to appear in the subsequent
[re]readings which follow.
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The daughters of Moab and Cozbi, a sister of thaidvites are clearly portrayed
as threats to Israel. Sexual liaisons with them the source of great disaster
within this chapter, on a national and personakllevBut what of Zipporah,
Moses’ wife, the daughter of a Midianite PriesthdAwhat of the evidence that
Midianite virgins were spared in the ensuing waNum 31? And what of the

evidence that there were still Midianite men in tinee of the judges?

In Ezra 9, on returning to Jerusalem, Ezra is stdnio hear that the returning
citizens from the Babylonian exile had almost imraggly on their resettlement
married Canaanite women (including Moabites, thotlgdre is no mention of
Midianites here). The ‘holy seed’ (Ezra 9: 2) lmn mixed with the peoples of
the land. What follows is a dramatic confessiod arercessory prayer for the
wickedness and faithlessness of the people. |a E@r after a period of fasting,
Ezra and the Levites determine that the foreignewiuf the returning exiles be
banned and sent away with the ‘bastard’ childrencoadition met by the

‘offending’ males” These women join the catalogue of women who dheeat,

most dramatically portrayed by Cozbi.

The use of the term ‘holy seed’ is telling. Theatdites have a responsibility to
maintain their ‘holiness’ which can only be donerbgnaining puré? Ethnicity’

is one such form of purity. Mixed marriages aréheeat to ethnicity, and the

returning exiles are most concerned with rebuildnog just a city, or a temple,

but also a nation. The fact that Moses had adareiife and that we have reports
that virgins were spared is evidence enough thatietpurity was not such a

consuming issue for the wilderness generation. s Thia theme that has been
retro-jected by later hands to justify an exclug@gneven isolationist stance. By
enshrining it within ‘public memory’, within a sasf, community forming text,

the ideology is canonized, and so also projecttxtive future.

3 See, in the Postcolonial reading, ‘Phinehas ameDetestable Practice[r]s’, Chapter I11.3.
" The earlier reference to Ex 32 is again relevanth

s Ethnicity has come to replace ‘race’ as a termetscribe variation of culture, tradition,
language and so on. Ethnicity refers to the ctilledraits of a group of people, formed by what
we might today call cultural memory. See, Ashgr@itiffiths, and Tiffin, "Ethnicity," 75-79.
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Leadership
The parallels between Numbers 25 and Exodus 32hendesponses of Phinehas
in contrast to his Grandfather Aaron have alreagBnbnoted. It is Phinehas’ zeal
which ‘rescues’ the Priesthood and sees it ensthrasea perpetual part of the
future of Israel. However, the portrayal of Moses$ponse through these two
events is also telling and adds another dimensighe theme of leadership which

is evident within this chapter.

In Exodus 32, having come down from the mountaid geeing the newly
fashioned golden calf, Moses is incensed. The esgonawn AR (And
Moses’ anger burned) is the same expression useddcribe Yhwh's anger in
Numbers 25:3. In the Exodus story, Moses’ respamgamediate; he breaks the
tablets, burns the calf, berates Aaron and theroip Yhwh to forgive their sin.
While this is only partially successful (the nanfeh® offenders are blotted out of
the book and a plague comes upon them), what dervis Moses’ concern for

the people and his understanding of his positiotiheis leader.

This is in great contrast to his actions in Numh2ss While the people were
engaged in acts of sin at Baal-Peor he made n@mesp When commanded by
Yhwh to put the leaders to death he called in hig; @ppointed leaders and
charged them with the responsibility of putting thelty parties to death, which
appears to have not happened. Then, while themeatas gathered at the tent and
an apparently flagrant sacrilegious act took plathin his view, he failed to
respond. His passivity created a leadership vacwimith Phinehas, in his
zealous action, fill$® Olson’s observation is telling: Moses doesn’tyohéwh,
the judges don't appear to obey Moses, and whilesedopassively observes,
Phinehas acts. There is a sense that the careired camp with its clearly
defined chain of leadership has broken down. Tihectire within which the

wilderness generation attempted to be obedienhtehhad disintegrated.

8 Milgrom, Numbers = [Ba-midbar] : The Traditional Hebrew Texith the New JPS
Translation 214.
" Olson,Numbers 155-56.
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The New Priesthood
Emerging out of the chaos of the broken down lestdprstructure is the figure of
Phinehas, whose actions represent hope for theefggneration. The covenant
granted to him places his line alongside that ofi@aan everlasting presence in
the leadership of Israel. In the later historibabks, the Priesthood become a
major part of Israel’s life. Samuel is a priestubis rebuked heavily for carrying
out priestly tasks (1 Samuel 13), Nathan is a Bmamt figure through the
narratives of David’s life, particularly the issoé Uriah and Bathsheba. Later

again, Ezra comes to the fore as a significant conity leader’®

However, after the covenant is announced, the tpripgy a very minor role
within the narrative. They are present, yes. @uMoses’ death it is Joshua that
assumes leadership, and his is a leadership sadertirrors that of Moses. Yhwh
exalted Joshua in the same way Moses had beere@éx@ibsh 4:14). Yhwh
speaks to Joshua directly. Joshua’s command ®veell seems absolute; the
priestly influence on national leadership as wiseekin later periods is nowhere
to be found. Even Phinehas himself, a now seemitigstrious figure within the
population is without any executive leadership. eéWhthe people of Israel
transgress the covenant in Joshua 7, it is Joshoaaets in a mediatory fashion,
not the priests. As strong as Joshua’s leadeishifke Moses’, it wilts across
time. The Israelites fail to take possession ef ldnd in its entirety and when
Joshua’s death is recorded, which is listed alalegghe death of Eleazer,
Phinehas’ father (Joshua 24:29-33), there is agdeadership vacuum in Israel.
During the period of the judges, Israel goes thhoygriod after period of
apostasy, but there is no intervention from the$®hood. Yhwh speaks directly
to the judges with no engagement with the priestsp appear to be totally
absent?

8t is interesting to note that Phinehas’ and A& aames are completely absent from 1 and 2
Samuel, traditionally dated to the period of théathmonarchy. It is in the work of the
Chronicler, thought to be much later, that Aaroméentioned, along with Eleazer in the genealogy
of Zadok (Ezra 7:1, 1 Chr. 5:30).

" There is some suggestion that the commands to &eand his wife regarding the raising of
Samson (Judges 13:14) are evidence that Samsoraised a Nazirite (see Numbers 6). This
would require some priestly function to be in pladéere is no explicit statement of this though;
it is an assumption based on the similarity betweerdivine commands to Manoah and some of
the elements of the Nazirite vow.
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We must question the historical claims as theytediathis aspect of Numbers 25.
If the covenant made with Phinehas is as significas it appears, it seems
reasonable to expect to see a high level of involua from the Priesthood in the
leadership of the nation almost immediately. Thseace of this leadership in the
material that follows is a sign that we are agaalithg with retro-jection. That
the covenant is a paternal covenant, we would red8yp expect to read of
Phinehas’ line serving the nation through the ergyieriod. That they are
notably absent through the ensuing historical jgeri@appearing in the period
after the exile (excluding a brief appearance bgaka is surely evidence that this
is a late tradition. The genealogy of Ezra, whjmdinstakingly traces itself
through several generations, before finally reaglithinehas, Eleazer and Aaron,

hints that this may be close to the source ofttaiition.

Therefore, we might consider Yhwh’s words in Num124513 as etiological in
nature. Budd suggests that at the time of compiaPhinehas’ credentials may
have been in douBf,which consequently calls into question the creidénof his
descendants. By linking the genealogical refexeéncExodus 6 to his actions
here and the subsequent speech from Yhwh, his nld@ots’ claims as heirs of
the divinely sanctioned covenant are cementedhfar time, and again, projected

into the future.

The Moabite/Midianite Problem
That there are conflicting views of Midianites wiwththe Old Testament has
already been noted. The same is true of Moabikile in the text of Numbers
25 the daughters of Moab are a snare to the IsraglRuth the Moabite is
presented elsewhere as a heroine who saves Isi@leé is the matriarch of

David’s family®*

The reason for these contesting views is hard tprehend. There is no doubt
that within the epic corpus, the Midianites arealdeed as sharing religious

experience with Isradf. While they are not Yhwh's people, at least asdbr

80 Philip J. BuddNumbers Word Biblical Commentary (Waco: Word Books, 198852.

81 This shows a great distinction between these éwtst In Ruth, a foreign woman as matriarch
saves Israel. In the Numbers text, Phinehas ‘Séste®l from a foreign matriarch. Another
example of the foreign woman as saviour is Rahdip, ke Ruth, is later found in an important
genealogy, that of Jesus (Matt 1:5).

% See, Dozeman, "The Midianites in the FornatiothefBook of Numbers."
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understand that relationship and there appearsetand covenantal binding
between them, the Midianites experience of Go@as. r In this way, they are not
dissimilar to the prophet Balaam who claims Yhwhissgod. Ruth the Moabite
makes the same claim. So in the older materignaion is held whereby Israel
still lays claim to an exclusive relationship to Wt but this claim by means

denies that other nations can also have an exgerignYhwh.

Dozemann argues that it is exactly this familiatitgt the Priestly writers attack.
It is simply a polemic raised against the alternadsition. Aware of Moses’

marriage to Zipporah and the contribution of Jethitme writers present an
alternate view; Zimri and Cozbi, a couple whoseoans an anathema to Israel.
Their violently symbolic death effectively termieat the internal relationship
Israel has shared with Midian. Phinehas the ps&stds tall as the hero whose
divinely charged zeal saves Israel from disastdis actions are placed on the
outskirts of the promised land with Israel poisedenter Canaan, though his

influence is felt in a much later period.

This change in stance towards the Midianites ocdtastically and is crystallised
in the appearance of Phinehas. Dozemann has lsecemmented that Phinehas
replaces Moses in defining Israel’s relationshipMmlian. Even in the war in
Num 31 in which all living things are to be putdeath Moses softens his stance.
Phinehas remains the zealot. The two views dispiffgring views of the social
and religious boundaries that define Yahwism. &p& tradition offers a more
fluid boundary. The Priestly view is rigid, allawg no relationship with Yahweh
outside of the cult, no relationships which threatiee purity of Israel, no more
infidelity.®

None of this however solves the great textual mwbbf Numbers 25, which is
the dissolving of Moab into Midian across the léngf the text. Yhwh's final
speech makes it clear that, ideologically at |ddstab has become Midian, and is
to be destroyed for their trickery. While the Bilshakes it clear that both nations
continued to exist, the command is clear, they tardoe destroyed. Noth’s

observation, that there is an addition of the Midis into the Balaam pericope,

8 Interestingly, P does allow access to Elohim ahSHaddai, though this must ocautsidethe
Israelite cult.
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seems plausible. Balaam is engaged by Balak, Kfngoab, but the people of
Israel are called on to harass the Midianites, wéfierence to the events which
involved the daughters of Moab in Num 25:1-5. dising the polemic, it appears
that the Baal Peor tradition, which involved foreigvomen, Moabites in
particular, has been fused with another storyddimg so, some glosses have been
made elsewhere to lend continuity to the storythknprocess, Moab and Midian
have become at first aligned, and secondly, indilds The daughters of Moab
(vs 1) have a slain Midianite sister by the endhefchapter. Sadly for them, the

whole ideological family must also die.

Scholars are divided on the issue. Some, suchr@sitand NotR® see the co-
existence of the two in the text as evidence abralation of sources. Milgro?ﬁ
takes a different, a more persuasive view, argthagthe two are interchangeable

on ‘geopolitical grounds.’

Psalm 106: 28-31 and Numbers 25
Perhaps a good way to evaluate the historical plao¢ of this reading of
Numbers 25 is to consider it alongside Psalm 10828The psalmist’s version
of the events at Baal Peor is far shorter thanetiosnd in Numbers. There are
some things which are common; the people of Isk@eé bound to Baal Peor (the
verbal rootmx is used in both), they engage in what appears @ tultic mea!

the Lord is angered and there is a resultant plague

The Numbers account then turns to the entry of Zand Cozbi, and then the
action of Phinehas. However, in Psalms, the offep@ouple are missing but
Phinehas’ action is strikingly similar. Psalms 186 says that “he stood up”. A
different form is used here than in the Numbersang yet the end result is the
same, the plague stops. The psalm also stateththalague is a direct result of
Baal Peor; it breaks out after the Israelites attant to Baal of Peor. Phinehas’

action is in response to Baal Peor and its aftdrnmait to the actions of Zimri and

8 Cross Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic; Essays in the Hyjstd the Religion of IsragR01-

03.

8 Noth, Numbers: A Commentar§94-99.

8 Milgrom, Numbers = [Ba-midbar] : The Traditional Hebrew Taxith the New JPS

Translation 477.

87 Psalm 106 says the food is ‘sacrifices offerechdead’, Numbers is more ambiguous about
the nature of the cultic actions, saying only that people ‘ate and bowed.’
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Cozbi. This supports the assumption that thisys®an addition to the Numbers

text.

Verse 31 in the Psalm account is telling, ‘And thas been reckoned to him as
righteousness, from generation to generation.’ s M@rse echoes the covenants
between Yhwh and Abraham (‘And he believed the LORIDd the LORD
reckoned it to him as righteousness.” Genesiland David (‘I will establish
the throne of his kingdom forever.2 Samuel 7:13b). However, there is no

mention of a covenant in the Psalm, though it mapigued that it is implied.

What is implicit in the Psalm is explicit in Numiser What is granted is not just
righteousness, but covenant, unconditional andgpeah This, along with the
addition of the story of Zimri and Cozbi, suggetstat Psalm 106 is a source for
the compiler of Numbers 25. In other words, if thes a Baal-Peor tradition, it is
found in Psalm 106. The final text of Numbers 285lis a reworking of that
tradition, adding the tale of Zimri and Cozbi ame tivine proclamation. That
Psalm 106 is ‘late’ is evident from the historisafrvey that it presents, because it
includes the period of exile (vss 40-46). The fmiag adds up to position the

final version of the text no earlier than the pesilic period®

Conclusion
The events which comprise Numbers 25 are set omvheof Israel’s entry into
Canaan. They appear to be the final moments b#fergiumph which the reader
has anticipated since the dramatic announcemeng meadbram about his future
ancestors in Gen 12:1-3. But, just as we expeaanph, tragedy rears its head:
the moment of great promise dissolves into onereftgfailure, one last twist
before the final, triumphant sceffe.

The apostasy at Baal Peor is etched in Israel'songmit is clear that there is an
old Baal Peor tradition, reflected through thetffesv verses of Numbers 25 and

the excerpt from Psalm 106. This tradition has been developed and placed at a

8 \We must also bear in mind that this text carfiesrarks of multiple redactional layers.

8 Whether we read the conquest as a moment of thiusnpot has much to do with where we
situate ourselves.

% Most commentators date Psalm 106 to the last pefithe exile. The exilic period is pre-
supposed in its content. The psalmist shows agtkaowledge of the sacral history of Israel
which may place it in the hands of the compilethef Pentateuch. It is not so hard to imagine
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crucial juncture in Israelite history. But it hbsen laden with other issues which
belong to another time. The issues of the Priesthend atonement, and of
national identity, do not belong to the wildernggsiod and as one reads the
‘history’ that follows, that these are an ideol@i@dditions becomes blatantly
obvious. So our text, Numbers 25 thus presentsitiismultiple voices, multiple

histories, multiple problems.

While it is impossible to recreate the history didxd in the text, another history
can be found. It is this other history, the higtof the final text's development
and the ideology which under-girds it's construectiavhich needs to take centre
place in any discussion regarding the interpratadibthis text. This history goes
beyond the boundaries of the text itself, as isl@wvi in history of interpretation,

which follows.

such a psalm, a communal psalm, being used as afv&naring that public history in the return
from exile when matters of nation determinationeverucial.
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Section I

A History of Interpretation
In Three Parts
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Chapter II.1

Introduction

While the narrative of Numbers 25 is not as bareot®er Old Testament
narratives, including sections far more celebrdkteah this particular tale, it still
leaves the reader groping for further details. hBes this is part of the biblical
story-tellers’ genius, given that brevity is one dtfie defining stylistic
characteristics of this remarkably enduring litgreorpus. What this scarcity of
detail lends itself to is expansion in its retadlinvhich is exactly what we find in
the reception of Numbers 25. The ‘afterlife’ oististory has seen this tale padded

out, in both religious and non-religious texts.

Our history begins with the work of two Hellenisfiewish historiographers, Philo
and Josephus and follows more or less chronoldgidedm there. The first
section takes us from the first century up to tbemmentary of Jean Calvin. It
explores distinctively Jewish religious texts, sumf Talmud and Targumim,
while also dealing with major rabbinical figures,adRi, Rashbam and
Nachmanides. It also examines Christian textsvi@abut also the homily of

Origen, like Philo, by whom he was greatly influedcan Alexandrian.

This first section already shows something of themarkable variety that marks

the history of interpretation of Numbers 25. Wthelech text takes Numbers 25 as
its basis, each interpretation is written with eli#nt purposes in mind. For Philo
and Josephus, aapologig for Origen, proclamation; for the rabbis, and for
Calvin, instruction; for the scribes, liturgy. Alse history continues, this pattern
will continue, laying the groundwork for the secopart of the thesis, in which

the text is read and [re]read, continuing in theative tradition established by the

texts examined.
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Philo

We begin with Philo, an Alexandrian Jew who livednfi around 20-50 CE,
looking particularly at hi©n the Life of Moses, Book Philo is quite forthright
in his intentions for writing a biography of Mosés.the historians who have
flourished amongst the Greeks have not choserirtk tim worthy of mention®
This is unpalatable for Philo, who regards MoseShesgreatest and most perfect
man that ever livec?’ Philo’s work amounts to an apology both for Moaed for
the Jewish law which had ‘reached over the wholeldvand penetrated to the
furthest limits of the universe.” These statememizke clear that Philo was
unswervingly loyal to the Jewish scriptures, r@igiand people even while being
thoroughly familiar with the philosophy and leamiof the Greek culture which

formed him as a wealthy, well-to-do Alexandrian.

What we find in the work of Philo, and also Josephlwho we will come to
shortly, is a concern to smooth out the biblicalratve® While the scriptures
remain their primary source, their work is a retimg, or re-telling, an

interpretive act in which the materials are adajjpec Greek thinking audience.

In Numbers 31:16 we read, ‘These women here, oadalk advice, made the
Israelites act treacherously against the Lord éndffiair of Peor, so that the plague
came upon the congregation of the Lord.” (NRSV) sk words here, in the
aftermath of the war against Midian fills in sonméormation otherwise missing
from the narrative of Numbers 25, in which we siynpdad that the people of
Israel started whoring themselves with the womeMo#&b. Moses’ utterance in
chapter 31 is the only detail we have availablegan the scriptures. However, in
an attempt to harmonise the account, Philo reliescene which is only alluded
to in the scriptures. In the manner of a harmaingf course appears before the
events of Peor are narrated, taking the form ahlbbgue between Balaam and the

Moabite King, Balak, interspersed with Philo’s oas@mmentary.

! Philo, "On the Life of Moses, 1," ithe Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridd@&gabody:
Hendrickson, 1993), 459.

2 |bid.

3 This concern is also seen in the later work of/fdaWwhose commentary on the Pentateuch is in
the form of a harmonisation. Calvin's work is caein Chapter 11.2.
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FromOn the Life of Moses, | LIV 295-

As he knew that the only way by which the Hebrewsld be
subdued was by leading them to violate the lawer#eavoured
to seduce them by means of debauchery and intengeeréhat
mighty evil, to the still greater crime of impiefyutting pleasure
before them as bait; for said he, ‘O King! The wone the
country surpass all other women in beauty, andettz®e no
means by which a man is more easily subdued tlabdhuty of
a woman; therefore if you enjoin the most beautifithem to
grant their favours to them and to prostitute thelres to them,
they will allure and overcome the youth of your mies?

Balaam warns the King to encourage the women tesder themselves not too
quickly, because coyness and resistance will oatyesto inflame the passion of
the Israelite men, making their desire all the mormeetuous, so much so that they

will be subdued to the point where they will dosaffer anything.

In the scriptural account, the people of Israehsé® move from sexual relations
to cultic sacrifices and meals in a straightforwasy. Philo’s account is a little
more detailed. Balaam’s advice continues as hgesig what the damsels may

say to the smitten Israelites;

It is not fitting for you to enjoy my society tifou have first
abandoned your native habits, and have changed, hand
learned to honour the same practices that | dad IAnust have a
conspicuous proof of your real change, which | lsame by your
consenting to join me in the sacrifices and libagiovhich | use,
and which may then offer together ... the lover beagyit were,
taken in the net of her manifold and multiform ssgmot being
able to resist her beauty and seductive conversatil become
wholly subdued in his reason, and, like a miserabén, will
obey all the commands which she lays upon him.

Now, if we are to take the expression ‘enjoy myistyt euphemistically, then it
appears that what Philo has done here is reveesertter of the biblical account.
He sees the act of worshipping the gods of Pe@rexseding the sexual relations

between the Israelite men and Moabite women.

What happens next in Philo’s account is really ej@ktraordinary, and in some

sense, diminishes the assumed depravity of the NMzab Their King, Balak,

4 Philo, "On the Life of Moses, I," 486.
® Ibid., 487.
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needs to repeal laws against adultery, seductidrhanotry before exhorting his
women to admit their favours without restrdintOf course, the fact that those
laws existed — laws which share common ground thitise of Israel, is a way of
suggesting the universal nature of the laws givemMbses, universalising the

particular.

Once again, Philo’s account takes a major depaftora its scriptural template.
Many young men are seduced by the Moabite womenchwmakes young
Phinehas indignant; ‘it appeared to him to be atnseandalous thing for his
countrymen to give up at one time both their bodied souls — their bodies to
pleasure, and their souls to transgression ofailve &nd to works of wickedness.’
He sees a young man of his nation make sacrifindseater the tent of a harlot,
all done without casting his eyes down to the gdouibut making a display of
his licentiousness with shameless boldness, andgghimself airs as if he were
about to engage in a creditable action, and onerdies of smiles” Phinehas

sees the action, and runs into the tent, cuttiegyttung lovers in two pieces.

This is quite at odds with the scriptural accoumtywhich the people of Israel are
gathered in a mourning ritual, and in which it isaz that the young Israelite man
is bringing this young lady into his family tentptnher tent. The Numbers
account also makes no mention of them sacrificiogether. Neither, as is
common with the biblical narrative, does it engagsuch a theologically critical

analysis of what is taking place.

Philo jumps back to the opening of Numbers 25,tdeast to the events of the
first five verses, but even here he choasetsto follow the script.Moses orders
the slaying of those who had sacrificed to idol24,000 are put to death,
harmonising the command of Num 25:5 with the plagti€5:8, which is not
mentioned in Philo at all. What this serves taglto skip over Moses’ failure in
the scriptural account, in which he is commanded’bwh to execute one plan,
but which Moses defies, opting for a less damagen, which from the

scriptural account, appears not to have taken place

® Ipid.
" Ibid.
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Philo’s championing of Moses continues in the failog section, in which Moses

is said to be thinking how he might honour Phinefoasis excellent deed. But

Yhwh beat him to it, and bestows upon Phinehagtrpetual possession of the
priesthood.

The natural sequel to Num 25, the war on Midianclvhs read in chapter 31 does
make mention of Phinehas. Philo makes more opfésence. Indeed, he is the
military commander, and on their successful retivioses makes a point of
praising Phinehas, for the way he and the armyslbadeticulously adhered to the

laws germane to the slaughtering of one’s enefhies.

Philo’s version of the Baal-Peor story is at odd#hwhe script[ural] account on

several occasions, though he too makes no attemgistance himself from the

actions of Phinehas. Indeed, if anything, Phinebas/en more heroic in Philo

than in the Numbers account. Of course, we must lmemind that Philo is, as

was mentioned earlier, profoundly loyal to Jewistditions, and it is possible that
he too came from a Priestly lineage. His deferfcBhinehas in this respect, is
understandable. Redeemed also, is Moses, who sajayiore positive reading

here than in the biblical account. What is absetelling; the gathering of Israel

for mourning, the names of the offenders, the magand the assessment of
Phinehas’ actions as making atonement.

Josephus

Josephus was a contemporary of Philo, being bo87inTheir lives were similar
in some respects: both were born into privilegel bath share Priestly lineage.
Josephus however, was born in Jerusalem. As agymam he travelled to Rome
as a diplomat, but returned to take part in theisle®®oman war. In 67 he was
taken prisoner, only later to be released. Thaildeiround his capture suggest he
was a cunning and yet cowardly figure, convinciigy dolleagues to enter into a
suicide pact, while managing to spare his own ilifethe procesS. After his
release he worked for the Romans as a negotiatbrirdarpreter, later being
rewarded with Roman citizenship, accommodation astate pension. It was in

the Roman period, from 71 onwards, when Josephusisemind to literary

® Ibid., 489.
® Paul Spilsbury, "Josephus, Flavius, Tine New Interpreter's Dictionary of the Blbk.
Katharine Doob Sakenfeld (Nashville: Abingdon, 20@®3.
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matters’ producing over the next twenty years some of thetrimportant works

for understanding the Second Temple period.

Josephus is quite forthcoming for his purpose iiting: he is concerned with
facts, and by force and necessity is driven to neb¢bem for the advantage of
posterity, and to draw said facts ‘out of the dadst' for the benefit of the

public. He was anxious that the prejudice agalastish people and their faith be
allayed, and so he wrote hoping to inspire respechis peoplé? Also, he

expresses a dis-satisfaction with the recordingshef Jewish-Roman war, the
truth of which he thought to have been pervertedf course, Josephus had
previously published a history of the Jewish wans,expansive seven volume

collection which preceded the Antiquities by sorghteen years.

With respect to the Baal-Peor tradition, Joseplwasitribution is to be found in
The Antiquities of the Jews, Book 8hapters 6 and 7. As with Philo’s account,
Josephus attempts to harmonise the story, beginmitig Balaam’s encounter
with Balak. The biblical accoutitof this episode makes it clear that Balaam
wants no part in cursing the Israelites. IndeealaBm declares himself to be a
Yahwist, and that he will simply say what Yhwh Haisn say. Josephus too
considers this to be trd&. So far as he can tell, the people of Israel drkessed
people, as the prophetic oracles of Num 23-24 tattdesephus picks this up,
though he allows Balaam to concede that they mégrssmall misfortune for a
short time, though warning that they will flouriglgain quickly, to the terror of
those who brought such mischief upon them. Thectons for such a short term

victory are as follows:

...set out the handsomest of such as your daughgéeaseamost
eminent for beauty, and proper to force and congher
modesty of those that behold them, and these deeked
trimmed to the highest degree you are able. Theyod send

19 |bid.

1 Flavius Josephus, "The Antiquities of the JewsComplete Works Of Flavius Josept{@sand
Rapids: Kregel, 1960), 23.

12 Flavius Josephus and William Whist@@pmplete WorkgGrand Rapids: Kregel Publications,
1960), xiv.

13 Josephus presents the first 11 books ofAiquitiesas a scrupulous translation of the
scriptures. His hope, and here he comes closhito, vas to present Jewish history in a way that
may be more palatable for his Greco-Roman readers®ée, Spilsbury, "Josephus, Flavius." and
the introduction to Josephus and WhistGomplete Works

14 Josephus, "The Antiquities of the Jews," 91.

6C



them to be near the Israelites’ camp, and give thegharge,
that when the young men of the Hebrews desire tmirpany,
they allow it; and when they see that they are enmed of
them, let them take their leaves; and if they extttbem to
stay, let them not give their consent till they &gersuaded
them to leave off their obedience to their own laaval the
worship of that God that established them...by theans God
will be angry at then?

Josephus’ account of what follows is more detatlesh that of Philo. While
Philo moved immediately to the fraternising of tMoabites and Israelites,
Josephus takes care to detail how Balaam’s plaoldsif Indeed, the women do
come near the camp and arouse the interest of #re and indeed, when they
pretended for it to be time to leave, the men becdisconsolate, begging them to
stay and become their wives. At this point, werebear the women speak,
flattering the men with talk of bravery and honodihey express concern though,
that the men will in time grow weary of them, ared them back to their parents,
a claim the men deny. Then comes a crucial monteatMoabite women argue
that the customs and conduct of Israel are entidéfgrent from all the other
peoples of the earth, and if they are to becomeietarthat it is not too much to
ask that they conform to the worship of their gati®se common to all méf.
The men are persuaded by the women, and resokactdice to the gods of the
country, according to the laws of the country tbatained them. Further, they
were delighted with the strange food, and wentooda all that the women asked,

in transgression of their own laWs.

At this point, Josephus introduces us to Zimri &ukbi® giving the details of
their lineage as it is found within the scriptuagicount. As with Philo, we read
that they make sacrifices together. Where Joseglfigss from Philo is that in
his telling, Zimri and Cozbi are already husband arfe, and that their union
becomes a catalyst for Moses to address the pedpkrael with the hope that
they might repent of their wrong-doing, lest thireggually deteriorate. Josephus
posits Moses as saying it is unreasonable, havived |so soberly in the
wilderness, to now act so madly in their new progpe Zimri stands and

confronts Moses at this event, calling him a tyramtl accusing him of invoking

15 1bid., 92.
16 pid.
7 bid.
18 | bid.
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the name of God only to support his own aim of isipg slavery on the people of
Israel., all the while depriving them of the swtengs in life; the ability to act in
accord with one’s own will, without being lordedes\by another. Instead, Moses
is the one who deserves to be punished for hisgstson of knowing better than

everyone else. His outburst concludes like this:

| have married, as thou sayest rightly, a strangenan, and
thou hearest what | do from myself as from one ih&tee; for
| truly did not intend to conceal myself. | alswro that |
sacrificed to those gods to whom you did not thinkit to

sacrifice; and | think it right to come at truth byquiring of
many people, and not like one that lives undernyya to
suffer the whole hope of my life to depend upon oran; nor
shall any one find cause to rejoice who declaresséif to have
more authority over my actions than mysélf.

Josephus’ interpretation of Zimri’'s outburst imnegdly follows. Moses refuses
to respond in case he may imitate the impruderguage, thereby upsetting the
multitude. So, the assembly dissolves, but we immediately introduced to
Phinehas, ‘a man in other respects better thanetiteof the young meri® After
we read his lineage, linking him to Aaron as peg #triptural account, we
discover that Phinehas has been greatly disturlyedifmri’s actions, and he
resolves to inflict punishment upon him. His acicare now familiar to us — he
enters Zimri’'s tent, and slew him with his javeland with it he slew Cozbi too.
All men with regard to virtue who witnessed thisorgbus action, imitated
Phinehas’ boldness and slew others guilty of simdames. The rest who
remained were smitten by a plague which God imtictpon them; those killed
by spear and plague totalling 24,000. So, Joseishiasniliar with the plague and
the total killed, but harmonises them differentiyam >*

Josephus then also departs from the script[urabuatf; though his narrative
contains more of its elements than that of Philthe glaring omission is the
divine praise of Phinehas and the announcemerteopérpetual priesthood. No
mention either of atonement. These are signifidablogical issues which speak

to Josephus’ own views in respect to the sacrdideuman life and the legitimacy

19 bid., 93.
20 |hid.
21 |hid.
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of the office of High Priest, one which was cripplby moral bankruptcy and

whose succession was subject to bribery and thesvbf regional governof3.

Origen
Origen (185-254) was an Alexandrian author, pertthpsmost important of the
pre-Nicene theologians. Many of his ideas weredeamed at the fifth
ecumenical council in 553, and consequently muchiisfwork is lost to us.
Typical of such decisions, the council’s decisicgpresented an attack on
contemporary interpretation of Origen, rather thanclear denunciation of
Origen’s own thoughts. This did nothing to safeduéhe work of this brilliant

early exegete though.

Origen’s work on Numbers comprises of twenty-eigtdmilies. While not
covering the entirety of the text of Numbers, thésenilies provide a strong
insight into the exegetical method of Origen ansl dontemporaries. That these
homilies survive alongside many other writings ohamiletic naturé® reflect
Origen’s deep concern for the church of his day &gl commitment to his

priestly vocation.

Origen’s method is grounded on the historical retteh of the Christian
mystery*® Taking Jesus as his guide, Origen seeks to uadersthe Old
Testament as a pre-figure of the spiritual realitif the New Testamefit.
However, his method is more wide-ranging than tidsigen is a great admirer of
his compatriot, Philo, as well as other Jewish imbbreader$® Nonetheless, it is
the pattern that he finds within the New Testanvemth primarily guides him in
his work, and as a result, his interpretations sesgiritual meaning, often with a
soteriological aim. The historicity of the stor® not as issue for Origen (which
for the most part, he did), but rather, what wagsinwhat edification, what
lessons can be gleaned from thémRiis readings then, are most often allegories,

and given the polemic nature of homiletics, areasmmnally forced, even far-

22 SeeThe Wars of the Jevis Josephus and WhistoBipmplete Works
2 Origen’s homilies are the oldest surviving corpfi€hristian sermons.
24 Origen,Homilies on Numbersed. Gerald L. Bray and Thomas C. Oden, transmigsoP.
2Sscheck, Ancient Christian Texts (Downers Groveendarsity Press, 2009), xxvii.
Ibid.
26 |bid., xxvii.
27 |bid., xxix.
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fetched. However, Origen is not an essentialstchallenges his reader to pursue
meaning for themselves, often giving more than oeading possibility for
particular passages.

For our purposes, we will examiftomily 2Q which takes as its basis Num. 25:1-
10. After a brief summary of what the text consai@rigen wastes no time in
turning his attention to Balaam. Balaam, he thinkas keen to please Balak,
despite having his power checked by Yah#ehThis idea is built upon a reading
of 24:14 that assumes that what follows in 24:15& oracle of doom against
various nations, is not the same advice that iglatl to in the comment ‘Come, |
will give you counsel.” Instead, that advice itudéd to in chapter 31:16 and
confirmed in John’s Revelation, 2:14. Of courdeese references lack specific

details, prompting Origen to propose a very dedasieenario:

This people conquers not by their own strength, byt
worshiping God and protecting their chastity. Huywant to
conquer them, first overcome their chastity andy thell be
conquered of their own accord. Now you shouldcktthem not
by the force of troops but by the beauty of womeat, by the
hard strength of weapons, but by the effeminaténes$ of
females. Remove the hand of your armed soldiessviery great
distance from here. Gather together select andtifielegirls and
let them go around dancing with their feet andaémgj them with
their hands. For beauty conquers armed men, gooésl
captivate the sword, and those who are not conduierdattle
will be conquered by beauty. But when the Moabit@men
perceive that these men have offered their handkdb and
inclined their necks to sin, do not let the woméferothemselves
to their lovers before the men have consenteddte te things
offered to idols. Thus, under the compulsion daft,luhey will
comply with the counsels of the females and fiesttbnsecrated
to Beelphegor, which is the idol of basen®ss.

Origen immediately vouches for the integrity of imsention. He seems at
very least to have convinced himself. His inventlmeygins with the words

...saying something like the following to hif?’and ends with his statement
‘These were Balaam’s counsels.” What follows is an almost poetic

explanation of what eventuated as a result of Baka@ounsel. None of the

%8 |bid., 122.

9 |bid., 122-23.

% |bid., 122.

%1 Ibid., 123. Origen’s creativity seems to have iiegsed himself enough to be convinced that his
invention was indeed the words of Balaam himself!
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blame seems to lie with Balak or the other eldérMoab. Instead, Origen

lays the fault at the feet of the women coercea ihé plan:

Shame keeps none of these women in check, modediy not a
single one. Love of country and the vice of théamaconspire
together with lasciviousness, and a downright dégyrappears
for the deception. Horror! Lust is scarcely s@ygsed by the
threat of laws, it is scarcely held in check by teeor of the
sword. What crime does a woman not perpetrate vemenis
convinced that she will please the king by the daad will

secure her country’s safef§?

Despite Origen’s fondness for Philo, this sectiakes a significant departure
from Philo’s history. As we have seen, Philo sigjgé that Balak acted to
change laws permitting this plan to go ahead withtbreat of legal sanctions.
Origen on the other hand, has the women actingnag#tie law in a way that
makes their actions all the more repugnant. Indéesl language seems to
suggest that the women are so willing to engagéigactivity, so excited by it,

that they have no regard for the law whatsoevehatis revealed however, is a
deep contempt for women. The perceived dangeromhewn, which is so evident
in Origen’s invention of Balaam’s plan, is fullyalésed in his explanation of what

takes place. In some sense, Origen and his Badéssuolve into each other.

To this point, Origen has been rehearsing the tiaeran an inventive fashion
reminiscent of Philo and Josephus. However, hé mexes to the explication of
meaning, the revealing of the certain mysteries l@dden things. Importantly,
he warns his congregation, these battles of trsh fége still waged against them
and they remain vulnerable to the ‘javelins of Iyyku Fortunately, these javelins
remain impotent if we wear the spiritual armourkyh 6:14-17. These things

guard believers in such batt&s.

The second major division of the homily is a distos of fornication.
Fornication becomes the metaphor in which Origescudises a range of spiritual

matters. He introduces it in this way:

% Ibid.
* Ibid.

65



Now fornication in a general sense is spoken ofwtie soul,
which has been associated with the union of thed\drGod
and has been joined with it in marriage, so to kpisacorrupted
and violated by another, namely, by a foreigner vghloostile to
that husband who betroths the soul to himself .4

Origen’s characterisation of the metaphor is asnight expect. Following 2 Cor
11, the chaste, pure bridegroom is the Word of @idjst the Lord. The union
of the Word with our own soul produces certain jfiisg: chastity, justice,

patience, goodness and so on, so that, glossingatfy, our corrupt, feminine

souls may be saved through the generation of soie&®% The opposite is also
true. The union of our souls in a fornicating eader with the devil and his
demons, the sons born of the embrace will be iregerf Thus, summarises
Origen, our soul is always generating sons, throngltch we may be saved, or
sons which are doomed for destruction. These smesdeservedly hated, an
allegory on the Jacob and Esau sttry.

Origen’s next move sees him allegorise Psalm I@e ‘Babylonian’ Origen has
in view is the ‘son of destruction’ within us, evérthat ‘son’, presumably some
form of sinful attitude or thought, has not yet damy ‘work’; that is, if it has yet
to manifest itself in a way which causes us to sirhe ‘destructive’. That infant
should be dashed against the rock, shown no pitg,worthy of hatred, dashed
against the rock that is Chrigt.

In bringing this section to a close, Origen reffeetpon 1 Cor 6:17. He
determines that a human soul is joined either ¢oLibrd, or to a prostitute. The
Lord represents what he calls ‘virtues’: wisdomuthy justice and so on.
Naturally, the opposite of the virtues, evil, ipresented by a prostitute. Here,
Origen’s metaphor collapses. Clearly, what he mmasnind when he says
prostitute, is a feminine figure, the figure of dan he has already established.
But the human soul is the feminine figure in hisnfoating metaphor, the one
who gives birth as a result of the embrace witlhegitthe Lord or the devil.
Perhaps Origen has a male prostitute in mind, thatugeems unlikely. This

critigue aside, Origen’s message is painted ingskigstinction; either one is of

34 |bid., 124.
35 |hid.
% |bid., 125.
%7 |bid.
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‘one spirit’ with the Lord, or of ‘one body’ withvd. The binary presented by the

ascetic Origen is plain to see.

The third, and longest section of the homily isoatearked by a heavy inter-
textual approach. Origen uses the Numbers texa apringboard into many

different other texts, from epistolary texts, Kingsd the Song of Songs. His
point of connection is the matter of consecratiorother idols and the eating of
sacrificed food. Food is allegorised as words, tivbie the words of Greek

philosophy (Origen’s polemic is evident here), bigo in words of injustice or

impiety 3 This clearly resonates with his earlier assertibase ‘words’ would be

sons of destruction. Even Solomon, in all his wiad was deceived by Moabite
philosophy, that is, he ate of things sacrificeddwls. Origen again allegorises
his many wives as different dogmas and philosoptigswhich Solomon was

seduced, bringing together lust and eating in thamar of the opening five verses
of Num 25%

In discussing the name ‘BaalphedBrOrigen claims to have not found an
adequate understanding of what the name means, fasid a very general ‘form
of baseness.” This ambiguity, he surmises, isitdberate work of the narrator; a
protective measure to ensure his readers remaimgoliuted.** Having allowed
this broad meaning, Origen goes on to claim thgobae who performs any act of
baseness has consecrated themselves to the derttenMfdianites. This forms
the basis of his next discussion of sins and denmeresy sin consecrates us to the
relevant demon. Using 1 Peter 5, these demons;enalvspirits’ seek out ways to
lure us into sin in order to consecrate one toraale be it Baalphegor or some
other®?  Thankfully, a good angel guides and warns ushis Ts Origen’s
encouragement to his hearers who may have beeaadiehed by his preceding
discussiorf® But even more encouragement is given! Indees véry Son of
God is available to us, defending, standing gudrawing us to Him. So too the
Holy Spirit, so that the whole of the Trinity isgaged in drawing us, in taking

% |bid., 127.

% |bid.

“0 This is the way Rufinus has translated what is nalled ‘Baal Peor’. Baalphegor is the form
used in the Vulgate.

1 Origen,Homilies on Numbersl27.

*2 |bid., 128.

*3 Ibid.
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great care in leading us to Salvatf8n.The use of the language of ‘invitation’
here also reminds us, unwittingly it seems, of dpening verses in which the

Israelites are invited by the Moabite women.

In the final section of the homily, Origen beginghathe fact that the ‘rulers’ of
Israel are called to account for the actions ot¢honder them. Perhaps they had
failed to teach, or warn, or rebuke, he questiamsting that this is their
responsibility’> The sun bears light on their failure, and thaitpability is
exposed. It appears that Origen takes this aetsdiact, as he pays no attention at
all to Moses’ alteration of the divine commandstéad, he returns to the issue of
angels. Perhaps they too can be numbered amdmgstters’ who are forced to
stand before the sun. This is a part of Origerjgdaration of the mystery of the
text. The angels too are amongst those who aaeépl over you’, glossing Heb
13:17.

Origen closes the homily with a brief discussiorPbinehas. His quoting of the
text is a little inaccurate: ‘When Phinehas saw..tbek a lance in his hand,
entered the place of prostitution and pierced lodtthem through their shameful
places*® Certainly, this translation is some way from theX,X but is not far
from a reading of the Vulgate, of which Origen‘artslator Rufinus was familiar.
The Douay-Rheims, translating from the Vulgate s¥ad‘...when Phinees
[sic]...saw it,...taking a dagger, went in after theatdite into the brothel house,
and thrust them through together, to wit, the mad #he woman in the genital
parts.*® What is clear is the assumption that this wasaneedding ritual, but a
continuation of the whoring evident in the openwegyses. Interestingly, by
choosing to read only this far, Origen stops pagywhrough the divine
announcement which proclaims the perpetuity of &g’ priestly line and the
covenant of peace which come immediately aftestelad, all Origen says is that

Phinehas has quelled God's wréth. Origen seems none too interested in

* Ibid., 129.

*® |bid., 130.

*® |bid., 131.

*" The LXX makes no mention of ‘the place of prodtin’, nor ‘their shameful places’, rendering
more neutral options ‘the chamber’ and ‘her wormistéad.

“8 The Latin isgenitalibusthe feminine dative form.

“9 Origen,Homilies on Numbers

68



exploring Phinehas’ actions and rewards in thisipaar homily, and indeed, he

does not pick the thread up in the rest of his hetinal work.

Origen closes with yet more allegory. The humamdhao longer holds a physical
sword, but rather, the sword of the spirit. Origeges his hearers to not shy
away from using the sword to put to death ‘Israetliought prostituting itself
with Midianite whores>® His tone is emphatic, and he urges his congremyaci
‘strike at the womb...the very seat of sih. This of course is a clear return to his
earlier theme, forming somewhat of iaclusioto bring his homily to its end. The
picture of feminine danger is again prominent, asthe highly sexualised,

eroticised vocabulary.

As a whole, Origen’s homily serves to give us asight into the way such texts
were appropriated in the early centuries of theraiu There is a degree of
inventiveness, as we have already witnessed irhi$teriographies, but as we
might expect, the great emphasis is in the ‘deemehidden’ meaning, which to
our sensibilities, seem at times to be a little ltmmsely connected with the text at
hand. What is evident in Origen’s writing thougk,a sense of desperation to
inform or perhaps protect his congregation. Thimiy is, perhaps predictably,
didactic, and seeks to enrich the spiritual lifehef congregants. In some sense
then, it is related to the efforts of Josephus Rhitb, insofar as they too sought to
teach a community about their tradition. Whatviglent is a very different target

audience, and so, a very different approach teasid

Targum Ongelos and Other Fragments
The Targumim are the Aramaic translations of thebree bible. Targum
Ongelos in the Aramaic version of the Torah, itsneacoming from a famous
Babylonian convert to Judaism to whom the worktiskauted>® This is disputed,
and there is no clear consensus. Tradition hdldsthe content of the Targum
was the revelation of God to Moses at Sinai, big tlad been forgotten by the

people, and so the text is rerecorded through @sgel

50 [hi

Ibid.
* Ibid. The use of womb here is in distinction he previous translation of ‘their shameful
places’.
%2 Stephen A Kaufman, "Targums," Tie New Interpreter's Dictonary of the Bipésl. Katharine
Doob Sakenfeld (Nashville: Abingdon, 2009), 472.
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Given that this text is constructed for use in W@rstranslators aimed to remain
as close to literal translation as possible. Tdndes make no attempt at rewriting
in the manner of the historiographers examinedipusly. However, as is often
the case in translation projects, there are soigktslifferences, one of which is
particularly of note. In Verse 4 of my translati@od’s command to Moses is
quite direct: ‘Take all the heads of the people emplale them before the sun for
Yhwh.” The Targum modifies the command: ‘Takethk leaders of the people
and hold court, then execute whoever is subjeexecution before the Lord in
broad daylight>® So, not only does the command change, but asaribup of

people to face execution.

This elaboration in Ongelos is found also in otpartially extant Targumim.
From Fragment Targum VTake all the leaders of the people and set thpras

a Sanhedrin before the Lord, and they shall impakryone who is sentenced to
be killed; and at sunset, their corpses shall bedirt down and buried?”

The Targum sources then show only minute variafiom the scriptural text.
The interesting thing is that it softens the divamnmand, and in so finds a way

to soften Moses’ disobedience from the Hebrew text.

Talmud

The Talmud is a document which came into beings&ctbe first seven centuries
of the Common Era. Neusner states emphatically ithes the single most

important document in the history of Judai¥m.lt is a unique document; a
compendium of religious stories, wise sayings aodes, presented in the form
of a searching conversation between various Rabbleir subjects often seem
trivial, but this is exactly the point: the Talmgdarches the mundane reality of
day to day life with an eye to order, to reasom fgace beyond the normal non-

meaning chaos that characterises human existence.

53 Bernard Grossfeldlhe Aramaic Bible / Vol.8, Leviticus and Numbégrs & T. Clark, 1988),
140.

** Michael L. Klein, The Fragment-Targums of the Pentateuch : accorthbriheir extant sources
2 vols. (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1980), 163

%5 Jacob Neusnemvitation to the Talmud : A Teaching Bodkev. and expanded ed. (San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1984), 1.
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What the Talmud is not is a commentary or modeetdlling Israel’s story. What
is found instead is reflection and explanation iffedng minutiae germane to the
story scattered throughout its pages under diffetieematic discussions. These
explanations serve to fill out more of the detailghe story, often quite explicit
details, and provide a window into the rabbini¢adught world; the gate keepers

of the tradition.

So, as a way of entry, some selections from a ehamncerned with Rules and
Regulations concerning the kinds of death presdribethe scripture, and how

they ought to be executed.

He is considered an idolater who worships it with proper
worship; and even if he only bows himself to it,ak®s incest or
pours wine. He is also so considered if he bowsshlf to it,

accepts it as a god, even without any other act...w®

uncovers himself before Baal Peor and commits samgie (is
guilty, for) this is the mode of worshipping hith.

What follows this Mishnaic tratt is a discussion around what constitutes
‘proper’ worship and how other nations worship thgods. Discussions range
through other worship acts which might bring abecagpital punishment: arming,
kissing, shoeing, bowing and so on. What we discevthat the devotees to Baal

Peor have a unique way of worship:

It happened to a female heathen who was very sickvawed
that if she recovered she would worship all thdsdbat were to
be found. After her recovery she did so. Whenrslaehed Baal
Peor she asked how it should be worshipped. Ardwss told
that worshippers ate mangcorn, drank beer then vened
themselves in its face. And she said; | would eatbuffer the
same sickness again than perform such a wor8hip.

%6 Michael L. RodkinsonThe Babylonian Talmud: Tract Sanhednians. Michael L. Rodkinson
(Kila: Kessinger, 2004), 179.

" The Mishnah is the first component of the Talmbeing the first written compendium of
Jewish Oral law. See Burton L. Visotzky, "Mishnaim The New Inerpreter's Bible Dictiongry
ed. Katharine Doob Sakenfeld (Nashville: Abingd®d09). The second component is Gemara,
the basis of Rabbinic Law. See Burton L. VisotZKyalmud," inThe New Interpreter's
Dictionary of the Bibleed. Katharine Doob Sakenfeld (Nashville: Abingd®®09). Also, Burton
L. Visotzky, "Rabbinic Literature," imhe New Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bipkal. Katharine
Doob Sakenfeld (Nashville: Abingdon, 2009).

%8 Rodkinson;The Babylonian Talmud: Tract Sanhed#i@7.
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A second story follows:

It happened to Saphta Ben Als, who hired his asa tertain
female heathen. And when she reached the pla8aaifPeor,
she said to him: “Await me here, | will enter oty a while and
come out.” And when she came out, he also saftkto“Await

me here, | will also do the same.” And to her goes “Are you

not a Jew?” he answered: “What do you care?” lde #ntered,
uncovered himself and put the dirt on the nosehefitol. And

the ministers of Peor praised him for this, saytingt there was
no man who worshipped Peor as properly as hé%did.

This story is told in a way to defend the Jewishralter, Saphta. He only does
what he does as a way of disgracing Peor, but falts the trap of disturbing
‘proper’ worship. What this story reveals toisishe very low view the Israelites

hold for the worshippers of Peor.

In a later chapter concerned with Rules and Reigmsitconcerning those to
whom burning and those to whom slaying applieshese a larger section which
reflects upon the actions of Zimri, Cozbi and Phame It is surmised that had
Zimri separated himself from Cozbi before being dawed, Phinehas himself
would be considered guilty. Further, had Zimrieactn self-defense and killed
Phinehas, he would not have been punigfetihe rabbis seem anxious about the

impetuosity of Phinehas’ behaviour.

The following section is reminiscent of some of thstoriographical material we
considered earlier. The tribe of Simeon go to Ziamd tell him that Moses is
judging cases of capital punishment: he is to rarsdent. Instead, Zimri gathers
24,000 friends and goes to Cozbi. ‘I am a Princtss daughter of a King, and
my father commanded me not to listen to anyonethetgreatest of Israel...|
myself am a prince of a tribe in Israel, and | amager than Moses, as | am from
the second tribe, while he is from the third. ekt her by the locks of the hair,
and brought her to Moses, saying: Son of Amrarnhigsdamsel allowed to me, or
is she prohibited? And should you say she is pitdd, | would ask you, Who
allowed you to the daughter of Jethro? Moses, hewehad forgotten the

traditional halakah, and he and all who accompahiedwept.®*

%9 |hid.
50 |bid., 238.
51 |bid., 239.
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Phinehas suffers no such forgetfulness: on seeimgri’g act he recalled

immediately the relevant halakah and went straigiMoses: ‘didst thou not teach
me...that zealous man might take revenge on him wawittercourse with the
daughter of an idolater? To which Moses answdretthim who reads the letter
be the carrier- i.e., let him who gives the ad\beethe executof? However, the

Talmud suggests, with reference to Proverbs, tteatonsultation with Moses did
not take place: ‘There is no wisdom, nor understapdnor counsel against the
Lord- i.e., in a case where there is a violatibthe Holy Name the honor of the
master must not be considered (and therefore Pasneid it without the consent

of his master Moses.

Our final Talmud selection deals with the personBafaam. In Numbers 22,
Balaam appears to be a friend of Israel, and atdewaf Yhwh. Jewish tradition,
as we have seen thus far, has not chosen to rememthequite so fondly.

Indeed, this is discussed by the rabbis. Yes, he indeed a prophet in the
beginning, but soon thereafter, became a soothsayerm first used against him
in Joshua 13. No longer is Balaam a prophet, bstead, one who practices
divination, and so guilty of abominatif. This is clearly understood by his
presence in Midian during the war — he had gonealtect his reward for the

24,000 Israelites killed on account of his advice.

The rabbis then wonder how old Balaam may have.bétwwever, it is recalled
that Psalm 4 suggests that men of blood and dieeeibut half their days. So, it
is assumed that Balaam was 32 or 33 when he dike] by Phinehas, a detail

absent from the biblical recofd.

Rashi
Rashi is one of the towering figures of Judaisnine iame by which he is most
commonly known is an abbreviation of his full narRebbi Shelomo ben Yishagq,
a French rabbi from the late"L&nd early 12 century. Rashi wrote commentaries
on close to the entire Tanakh as well as the Baligto Talmud. Neusner

comments that the commentaries are so lucid andtloatf the texts themselves

52 |hid.
53 |hid.
54 1bid., 327.
% |hid.
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should not be approached except through RésRiashi’s shadow looms so large
over this literature, that the Talmud is printedhaRashi’s commentary alongside

it, giving it essentially a canonical status edoahe text of the Talmud itself.

However, it is Rashi’'s commentary on Numbers whmincerns us. His
commentary displays a commitment to midrash, whost, darash, means to
seek out. Midrash is a form of rabbinic commentetyich finds its genesis
around the end of the’tentury and which developed over the following0D,0
years. Typically, such commentaries include casld and traditions of earlier
scholars and rabbis, eventually including introthreg and poetry on each weekly

parashah. In the work of Rashi, this style of cantary reaches its peak.

As we would expect, Rashi's commentary leans hgawil the Talmud, with
frequent references to passages which he foundargi¢o the scriptural text he
was dealing with. However, Rashi was also creatiihe way that he unpacked
the text for his readers. For example, his comargnbn verse 2 reads: ‘When
anyone’s passions overpowered them and he saierttShbmit to me”, she took
out for him an image of Peor from her bosom, sayimdim, “First prostrate
yourself before this.®” On verse four, Rashi recalls a midrashic comméthie
sun made known who were the sinners, for the ctolidd itself up from in front

of him (the sinner) so that the sun shone on Afm.’

Rashi also seeks to smooth out the problem witheglosesponse to Yhwh's
command, saying that it was always the plan to &itly those who had
transgressed, not the heads. He notes that traality the punishment for idolatry
was stoning, not hanging, but with recourse toTthAknud, assures us that all who

were stoned were also han@éd.

Rashi follows the Talmud’s reading of the Simeonitee’s meeting with Zimri
and the resultant showdown with Moses. Moses'dtitdness though, is said to
be intentionally caused by God in order that Phasetmight come and claim what

was meant for him. Phinehas’ action is miracul@isgking exactly at the male

¢ Neusner|nvitation to the Talmud : A Teaching Bodi4.

57 M. Silber,Pentateuch with Targum Onkelos and Rashi's Commeritarah, The Book of
Bamidbar 5 vols., vol. 4 (CL: BN Publishing, 2007), 122.

%8 |bid.

% |hid.
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and female parts, (that is, Rashi recognises thd Yoo stomach as a euphemism)

so that all could perceive he had not killed theithout just causé’

Rashi also explains the unusual announcement ofdtienant of peace and that
of perpetual priesthood. Aaron had already hasl ltleistowed upon him, and so
too his sons. But here, Phinehas, to this poiranminted, attains the status of

priest on account of his zedl.

So too, an explanation is given for the late apgreae of the genealogies of Zimri
and Cozbi. He suggests that the genealogy of anted is given to further
promote the genealogy of the good. Indeed, thstaamatic nature of Zimri only
makes Phinehas’ action more praiseworthy — he didafrain from showing zeal
against the profanation of the Holy name. The gkgy of Cozbi is given to
reveal the hatred Midian bore against Israel, shing — and the most important

of the Kings, would abandon his daughter, a pris¢egprostitutior?

The enmity to be shown against the Midianites & et as a duty. But Rashi
returns here in closing to the very beginning & #tory, making mention of the

Moabites, suggesting that they are spared on atobiRuth’>

Rashbam
Rabbi Shelomo ben Meir was the grandson of Rasiih l 1080 and living to
1174. Rashbam represented a move away from théidrel midrash of the
rabbinic tradition, preferring instead a literaryadysis known apeshatwhat we
might call a concern with plain meanifiy.He thought midrash to be false to the
biblical text, and at various points targets higemsed grandfather's commentary,

undermining both the work and the method.

Rashbam’s commentary is terse, but the departugemdkes from Rashi are

interesting. In his comment on verse 3, Rashbamediately makes mention of

0 |bid.

" bid., 123.

2 Ibid., 124.

3 |bid.

" Visotzky, "Rabbinic Interpretation.”
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the plague that is not mentioned until vers€ 8dowever, a consistent theme
through Rashbam is the reality that mention of Gaahger is always coupled
with a perceivable effect. God’s anger is nevemnpty an emotion, something

always ensue®.

Rashbam is not interested in the supposed showtietvreen Zimri and Moses.
Instead, as we would expect from one seeking a ph@aning, he sees Zimri and

Cozbi going into the tent for purely sexual purpdse

Further, Rashbam sees no euphemism in verse &i Raggests that the stabbing
through the genitalia is an appropriate punishnienttheir transgression. For

Rashbam though, it simply means stom&ch.

Nachmanides
Nachmanides (or Ramban as he is often called, laitdull name of Rabbi Moses
ben Nachman) was a Spanish Rabbi who lived fronl¥0. He was familiar
with the works of Rashi and used them frequenttyinaication of the immediate
impact of Rashi’'s work. Nachmanides was a kabbZlisis Torah commentary
being the first to display the influence of thatstigal stream of Jewish thought.
Consequently, his commentary often critiques Rasimd offers alternative
interpretations. Nonetheless, his work is baseshugareful philological work
and study of the scriptures, alongside the Jewmtiition contained within the
Mishnah and Talmud, the wisdom of which was undaeable for Nachmanides.
His work then is a departure from his Spanish raotgarticular the work of Ibn
Ezra which he found to be constricting. Insteads & blend of various elements
and traditions, based most profoundly in the pcactifpeshat with a sympathetic

view of midrashic traditiof°

S Meir Samuel ben and Martin I. LockshRashbam's Commentary on Leviticus and Numbers :

%n Annotated TranslatigBrown Judaic studies (Providence: Brown Judaitligs, 2001), 283.
Ibid.

7 Ibid., 284.

"8 Ibid.

" Kabbalah is a mystical movement within Judaisiris toncerned with the esoteric, ‘inner

meaning’ of the Torah, ono, meaning ‘mystery’. Therefore, it is fundamentalifferent in

method to ‘Peshat’ or Midrash, though as is natedpt in opposition to them.

80 Barry Dov Walfish, "Nachmanides," ithe New Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bipksl.

Katharine Doob Sakenfeld (Nashvile: Aningdon, 2009)
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In his reading of Numbers 25, Ramban’s practicepeshatis immediately
evident. While he notes that Rashi is quick teodtice the scheming of Balak
and Balaam to his own interpretation, Ramban ntitasthis is alluded to some
time after the events. In doing so, Ramban seg@ltsto indict the Moabite
women, but rather ‘their men and their leadeia’ the Midianites and possibly,
Balaam® It is the Midianite men that beguile Israel, bygans of immorality
with their beguiling women! Interestingly, Ramba&eems convinced that
Balaam is set on bringing evil upon Israel, citbgut. 23:5, a departure from the
guiding principle ofpeshat That reading relies far more on tradition thadaes
on the text. Ramban speaks plainly about sexusitejevhich exists ‘naturally’
amongst young men and womférHe is clear though that this is most often used
for evil purposes, and that the instigators of glen that leads Israel to apostasy
are deserving of severe punishment, here briljamitroducing the words of

Balaam in Num 24:14 to issue his own warning.

Later, while discussing the death report of BalaarNum 31, Ramban returns to
the ideas of Num 25:18. Nachmanides reasonsstelites would never kill one
who had prophesie}, a statement which appears to suggest that hedms s
regard for Balaam, as opposed to the negative wkWwim we see elsewhere.
However, seeing as though those who were beguyiedebMidianites were liable
to the death penalty, so too, it is reasoned, waladn, the architect of the ‘evil
design,®* the execution of Balaam being defended on the rgi®uof the

command to harass the Midianites. What we see ihensomewhat unclear

characterisation of Balaam throughout Nachmanidiesgussion of him.

When discussing the scene involving Zimri and Caatd the issue of the plague,
Ramban makes quite an interesting reading. Hesdsot ignore God’s direct
command to Moses, instead preferring to assume Rkhades’ own given
command is what God had intended. This was torbaca of divine mercy, so
that the wrath might not ‘sweep away the rightenith the wicked® As the

instruction is given, Zimri appears. Perhaps hme&® so brazenly on account of

81 NahmanidesComentary on the Toralrans. Charles Ber Chavel, 5 vols., vol. 4 (Neark/
Shilo Publishing House, 1975), 291.
82 H
Ibid.
8 |bid., 298.
84 |bid., 299.
% Ibid., 294.
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his high standing, assuming his people will supgpam. Or perhaps, Ramban
suggests, the Talmudic story is corf&ctn either case, Moses and the people are
moved to weep, at which point Phinehas respondsngdhe plague, and in the
process, staying the impending execution of thdtyguien at the hands of the

judges.

Ramban differs from Rashi in his understanding efses 11-13. Ramban sees
the content of verse 11 as a private communicdtom Yhwh to Moses, with
verses 12-13 being the content of the proclamdtiahe people. Rashi suggests
that verse 11 is also a part of the announcemettt,thhe purpose of ensuring that
Phinehas not be criticised for his murdering ofriaqe®’ The great reward for
Phinehas, ‘my covenant of peace’, is deserved mb@a’s mind, on account of

the fact that he did not hold back from killing ewe prince and princess.

The Samaritan Chronicle

The Samaritan Chronicle is an Arabic work redaetezlind 1300 CE. While not
being on par with the Samaritan Pentateuch, thea8tms do hold it highly, and
believe it contains a true and authentic historthefperiod which it covers. The
work is sometimes also referred to Hse Book of Joshua, The Son of Nuh

begins by announcing its intention: to chronicle #vents of Israel from the time
Moses invested Joshua with the Caliphate over éaple. The chronicle ends
with Constantine emperor in Rome. The work is inay related to the works of
Philo and Josephus, in that it represents a regrdf the bible. But in this case, it

rewrites in accordance with a Samaritan view affoinys

In the early chapters of the Chronicle we see aadere from the events as
described within the biblical account. Chapterf2he Chronicle anticipates the
war on Midian, and confirms the eventual ascensibnJoshua to national
leadership, but then returns in chapter 3, to tbey ©f Balaam and Balak. Their
exchange follows the biblical script, including tetory of the talking donkey.
However, Balaam'’s advice to the King regardinguke of women to ensnare the
Israelites again finds its way into this documehs relaying here follows much

of the pattern we have discovered elsewhere; ahatid fair women, ornaments

8 bid.
8 |bid., 296.
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for worship, the prominence of the king’s daught@ihere are some variations
though. The princess is to go directly to the tahele and identify the chief, to
which she is to say “Wilt thou not receive me, at ef my food and drink and
offer service to my god? For after this | will bleirte, and with thee will do
whatsoever thou desirest.” Balaam is sure that ohe chief is polluted, not one
of the tribe will survive. Twenty-four thousandlgiare sent on the Sabbath day.
The Princess mistakes Zimri for Moses, on accofbitiie deference being shown
to him. Zimri submits to her suggestions, and irdiately, the men of the tribe
take a woman for themselves, invoking the ange®gad, who in the wink of an
eye, destroys four thousdfidf the men and the women they are with. At this
point, Phinehas emerges and thrusts a lance thigingfi and Cozbi°, an action
which removes and wards off the divine anger. Theonicle notes that as a
result of his actions, Phinehas is assured of ndbime and excellent

remembrance, and a covenant to the end of the ages.

Chapter 4 tells the story of the war against Midiamhis version has Moses
sending Joshua as the leader of the company, vidiahsurprising given that the
alternative title of the work bears his name. Bhas too is prominent, sounding
the trumpets to bring down the walls. What isri@sting about this report though
is the capture of Balaam. Evidently, he had retdrio congratulate the King. He
was found engaged in worship, speaking uninteljgiecause of the confusion
caused by his detainment and the aberration ofleistal faculties. Then, even
though Joshua had ordered that he be kept alivdoritmy before Moses,
Simeonites, that is, the kinsfolk of Zimri, put Bam to death because of ‘what
was in [their] hearts concerning his deed’, an ercaccepted by Joshua. Perhaps
in this way, the Samaritans look to reconcile tlileet of Simeon with the rest of

Israel, and so make amends for the action of Zimri.

Jean Calvin
While Calvin is perhaps best remembered forlimssitutes of Christian Religign
his commentaries, across the entirety of the camemain an indispensable

resource for understanding the theological landsazpthe reformation period.

8 Crane notes that this may represent a scribal eraccommon one as it turns out, Josephus uses
fourteen thousand, and Paul, in 1 Cor 10:8 suggeststy-three thousand, as opposed to the
twenty-four thousand of the MT. Given the mentidriwenty-four thousand girls earlier, it seems
this may represent an omission by the writer.

8 In The Samaritan Chroniclthe names of Zimri and Cozbi are never given.
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His commentaries were deliberately less dense timmther writings, (making
them more accessible to the layperson, and soeftimtdn the doctrinal cry ofola

scripturad), and in a similar vein to the homilies of Origirese reveal Calvin's
pastoral persona. They are written, at times itega dialogical fashion, as if
Calvin was imagining others sitting with him whilee wrote, addressing their

concerns and questions. This is evident in haitnent of Numbers 25.

Calvin’s writing shows the concern for historicadntext which was common
amongst early Protestant scholarship. Calvin sotmlunderstand and explain
ancient law through appeal to context and intentibtihe original authors. Being
legally trained, he also showed a concern for thetarical dimension of the

scriptures, with an emphasis on contextual, rattiem atomistic concerns.

Calvin’'s commentary on Numbers falls into a largerk which is a harmony of
the final four books of the Pentateuch. While ithenediately preceding material
is the Balaam pericope, what follows is a shortisecon Deuteronomy # The
decision to arrange the commentary in a harmonystaconcern for order and
structure, but also reveals an anxiety about themiaal shape of the text, an
issue which would gain the almost exclusive attentf scholars in the centuries
after Calvin’'s commentary. Calvin regards Mosestes author of the text, a
position which had been long held, but would raliicahange in the coming

centuries?

Calvin imagines the Israelites to be living in coméble luxury in Shittim, a state
they find no easier to bear than the adversity theeye faced in the wilderness!
Their comfort incites them to lasciviousness argl itidulgence of filthy lust¥
Lust, whoredom and idolatry follow in quick sucdess the cause being the
counsel of Balaam, who understood the blessing ol & be an invincible
safeguard, but was able to devise a plan to batl slech protection, and to incite

God'’s anger against theth. Quickly, Calvin moves to application: ‘the fatbfn

% John CalvinCommentaries on the Last Four Books of Moses Agdrig the Form of a
Harmony trans. Charles William Bingham, vol. 3 (Grand RiapBaker, 2009), 242. The
passages are linked by a reference to Baal P¢be iDeuteronomy passage.

*1 See the second part of this History.

92 Calvin, Commentaries on the Last Four Books of Moses Agdrig the Form of a Harmonsg,
233.

% |bid.
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one sin to another is so easy, let us hence leabe tmore watchful, lest Satan
should entangle us in his snar&This seems to be the key deception in the plan;
that the women did not immediately invite the I$tae to worship, but rather,
invited them to eat with them. Presence at thetfé@a honour of false gods
represents an indirect renunciaftoto the true God, and from there, the slide is

far easier.

Calvin considers the expression ‘bound to Baal Peorverse 3 to be an
amplification of the crime. It appears to him thia¢ people only ‘pretended to
worship’, enticed by the wiles of the wom&n. Nonetheless, the result is the

same. Again, Calvin moves to application: ‘...whea tarn aside from pure
religion, we in a manner connect ourselves withsdeo as to coalesce in one

body with them, and conspire to renounce the troe.&

Calvin’s treatment of verses 4 and 5 display somkiconcern for ‘harmony’.
Rather than see Moses altering the divine commbadsees Moses recruiting
Judges for the sake of executing justice. Ind€eadvin goes so far as to suggest
that Moses’ re-telling of the command serves toresp it more clearll? The
two punishments used are reflective of social ingare. The leaders are hanged,
presumably with the assistance of the judges. rTharsher punishment is
justified on the basis of their high repute, thexample being more harmful on
account of others’ imitatioff. Predictably, a warning for people held in esteem
follows. The second manner of death, being slgipdstilencé™ is reserved for
101

the ‘lower orders’”" though it remains unclear how the judges werelimgin

the administration of this punishment!

* Ibid., 234.

% |bid.

% |bid.

7 |bid.

% |bid., 235.

% |bid.

190 pespite making reference to the pestilence, Caxjlores it no further here. It seems strange
that this is the case, seeing as though he argae& seems hardly probable that a great multitude
were hanged. Instead, the plague is responsibladéogreater part of the killing, but this doe$ no
seem to line up with his idea that Judges weraiitect for the execution of the punishment.
Instead, the punishment seems to have come dirffectty God.

101 Calvin, Commentaries on the Last Four Books of Moses Agdrig the Form of a Harmony

3, 235.
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There is no mincing of words in regards to theadiof Zimri and Cozbi: Calvin
describes their actions as ‘foul and detestablevaltioe others’, calling Zimri an
‘abandoned man’ and Cozbi a ‘harlbt. This is really only the beginning of his
judgement on the scene, which is subsequently itbescas an atrocity and as an
insult on God and meff® What is interesting about Calvin’s reading of stene
is that he sees the gathering at the tent as aripatibry move from the people
who are trembling at the approaching calartfify This is a little unusual, given
that so many have already died on account of thdilpece he discussed
previously. It seems more likely that the lamdrtha entry to the tent of meeting
is an act of contrition in light of the widespredidaster, rather than an attempt to
hold it off.

What follows is a reflection upon the action of i#hias, who is contrasted against
the rest of the gathering who remain passive infélee of this atrocity. Calvin
does not dismiss them out of hand, commentingttieit tears, of genuine grief,
are praiseworthy®® Their inactivity serves to further distinguish ifRkhas.
Calvin’s legal background manifests itself as héicgrates his reader’s likely
objection to Phinehas’ violent actifi Phinehas, he declares, had the Holy Spirit
as his guide, and acted under a special inspiratiddod, the proof of which is
God's own approval which followS’ And while at times God's people are
called to unusual acts, Calvin warns his readeas tthey must not act rashly, in

order to imitate Phinehas, but rather, be convirededdle command of Gotf®

God's speech to Moses makes it clear that He wastthor of deatfl® of the
slain couple, an idea that Calvin explores fortdeliwhile. He then turns to the
reference to this event in Psalm 106, in which eha&s’ actions are referred to as

a prayer (Ps 106:30). In the psalm, the praydrerathan the shedding of the

192 |bid., 236. Calvin does not use their names hétetice also the change of characterisation of

this relationship: in vss 1-5, it is the sons ohéd that are the subjects of the verb ‘to whore’.
However, Calvin has quickly reversed the subje¢hefverb. No longer are the ‘sons of Israel’
the whores, but the female figure.
103 |hid,
10% pid.
195 pid.
1% This too represents the dialogical aspect of @&wivork noted above.
107 Calvin, Commentaries on the Last Four Books of Moses Agdrig the Form of a Harmony
3. Calvin’s bold declarations give a clear insighthe ideological conviction he brings to his
reading. It seems strange to suggest that thg $fatit might lead an individual to such a
gjorgmatically violent action. This issue will bepbored further in Chapter 11.3.

Ibid.
1% pid., 239.
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blood brings atonement. However, as Calvin’s fans points out in a
footnote™'® Calvin's reading of this verse in his Psalms comiae is at odds
with this, where he points out thats, translated ‘to pray’, is also able to be
rendered ‘to execute justice’, which he suggestsase in line with the context.
Calvin then argues that the announcement of thestivdod, which some would
argue was already his on account of his lineagmsdstin line with a pattern of

repeated promises, including to pronouncementsessing made to Abrahaht

In discussing the naming of Zimri and Cozbi, Caldoes an interesting thing. He
thinks it fair that the author of the sin be subjec'perpetual infamyl,12 indeed,
so great is the disgrace that the whole Simeorilie s burdened by it! Again,
the matter of high birth is raised as a way of hgiiting the greater disgrace
which comes upon those in positibi. However, the name of Cozbi never
appears in Calvin’s writing. She is describedths Midianitish woman’ and ‘the
harlot’,*** but never by her name. Indeed, even when her rmgupears again in
the exhortation to vex the Midianites, Calvin agegsists using Cozbi’'s name in

his comments.

In discussing the command to smite Midian, Caleminds his readers that often,
God forbids His people taking vengearite.However, this battle is different. It
is a battle against ‘obnoxious enemies’, the gfiBalaam laid upon the whole of
the peoplé® He concludes with a strange double-negative:t ilbe sufficient

for us to know that war was justly declared agaihstMidianites, because it was

not their fault that Israel was not ruined by thieiquitous impiety.**’

To this point in the history of interpretation, therious historiographers,
commentators and homilists have assumed the abthark Moses regarding the
text of Numbers 25. As was noted in the sectiorCalvin, it would not be long

before that assumption would crumble. What we hseen is a broad set of

creative methods in reading and reconstructingeke even while the texts were

110 hid.
111 hid., 240.
112 |hid.
113 hid., 241.
114 |hid.
15 pid.
18 pid.
17 pid.
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written in different times and places, and for eifig reasons; religious and
otherwise. At times, the solutions to the textoiablems have shared common

ground, and at others, there is significant divecgein the author’s results.
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Chapter I1.2

Introduction
The following section takes us from the seventeerghtury through to the
twenty-first. This period includes the rise of thistorical critical method which
was to dominate biblical studies for over 200 yedrgleed, one could argue that
it is still the dominant method in biblical studiesThe chapter examines
significant commentators across that time span. pdints, there are relatively
large gaps, while at others, | had to be selecte.a general rule, I limit myself
to full length commentaries, though others are meerd in passing. As with the
first section, there is a mixture of both Jewisk @hristian authors. However, it
would not be correct to call some of them spedificdewish or Christian, nor to
assume Jewish or Christian audiences for them.wilts the first section, these
commentaries are also written with different audemnin mind, including the
non-religious who read the scriptures for reasdahsrathan religious edification.
And again, similarly to the first section, there arvariety of solutions to some of

the textual problems.

What is painfully clear to this point is the lack female voices in this history.
Sadly, there have been no early female voices, thied commentaries by
Sakenfeld, and more recently, Nowélare both short in length and so do not
examine the text comprehensively enough to warnagiusion in this section.
However, the third chapter will include women’s aes, addressing this glaring

imbalance’

Early Critical Controversies
In the seventeenth century, Jewish philosopher @af&pinoza released a major
work, Theological-Political Treatisea book that created quite a deal of alarm on
its publication. Spinoza must have foreseen tass,the book was published
anonymously. Spinoza was no stranger to contrgydraving been expelled

from the Jewish community of Amsterdam some fourtgears earlier for his

! Katharine Doob Sakenfeldpurneying with God : A Commentary on the Book wrhiers
International Theological Commentary (Grand Rapiifsn. B. Eerdmans, 1995).

2 Irene Nowell Numbers The New Collegeville Bible Commentary Old Testaimgollegeville:
Liturgical Press, 2011).

3 It should also be noted that while female voiaesabsent in this particular part of the thesis,
they are far more prominent in the ensuing sections
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‘monstrous deeds’ and ‘abominable hereslesin addressing scripture in the
Treatise,Spinoza argues that it was impossible for Mosdwate written all, even
most, of the Torah. Indeed, all the books of t@dkh could hardly be thought
to have been written by the individuals whose natheg bear, but rather, came
from the hand of someone much later, perhaps soensach as Ezra. Spinoza
was by no means alone in declaring such thingsislnefpresentative of a growing
movement away from the traditional understandinthefscripture’s provenanée.

French physician Jean Astruc (1684-1766) divideddiblical text on the basis of
the names of god, e.g., Elohim and Yahweh. Thisttea suggestion that two
sources were used for the book of Genesis. Suelsviwere developed and
expanded by other scholars, culminating in the nitlefe statement of the
hypothesis by Julius Wellhausén.The hypothesis asserts that there are four
complete and distinct sources operational in thetdeuch, designated by the
siglaJ, E, D and B. The four individual sources, or strata, came frdiffering
times and places, determined by the biases ance#tsedisplayed within the four
posited sources. To say that the hypothesis wasensally adopted amongst
scholars would be to overstate the case; it too sw#gect to revision and
alteration. However, the basic premise of Wellleaws work dominated study of
the Pentateuch for the next century, and contitmesert influencé though now

in its revised formt’ Confidence in the dating of sources, an inabiiitytease
sources apart, and the constant fragmentationeodlirces in question sees the

classic formulation, to some extent, in tatters.

* Steven Nadler, "Baruch Spinoza," http://plataiied.edu/archives/spr2011/entries/spinozal.
Accessed 5th May, 2012.

® |bid.

® Spinoza’s interest was not to determine the asttipy but rather to reiterate that the bible was a
‘natural’ book, and so should be studied in an appate fashion, as opposed to the reverential,
idolatrous fashion that characterised biblical $aftship of the time.

’ Julius WellhauserProlegomena to the History of Ancient Israel, wtReprint of the Article
"Israel" from the Encyclopaedia Britannic&leridian Books (Cleveland: World Publishing,
1965). This was originally published in Germari8v8.

8 Representing: Jahwist, Elohist, Deuteronomic aniesBy.

% See, for example, Thomas B. Dozeman and KonrathiBciA Farewell to the Yahwist? The
Composition of the Pentateuch in Recent Europetarpretation (Atlanta: Society of Biblical
Literature, 2006).

10 Again, Wellhausen’s project was not to determireeduthorship of certain texts, but was part of
a larger problem: the development of Israelitegieh. (sentence not clear) See the opening
chapter of, Ernest W. Nicholsofhe Pentateuch in the Twentieth Century : The Legédulius
Wellhausen(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998).

1 pauline Viviano, "Documentary Hypothesis, Tihe New Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible
ed. Katharine Doob Sakenfeld (Nashville: Abingd2@07).
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The foregoing overview leads us into the followipgase of our historical
survey*? in which some prominent commentators’ work, dortédaby the

concerns of source criticism will be considered.hid/ source criticism always
has a larger picture in view, we will restrict oelkg@s to the confines of Numbers

25, while reserving the right to follow the moverhehthe commentators.

C.F Keil and Franz Delitzsch
Keil and Delitzsch published a commentary serieshenentire Old Testament in
1861. The series therefore came before Wellhassgmiblication of
Prolegomena Delitzsch in particular was sympathetic to Jémpgople, and his
commentaries are punctuated by references to rabkiurces. Given the anti-
Semitism which was a part of broader European gooiethe time this openness
to Jewish thinking distinguished their work togethélowever, their work is not
Jewish but thoroughly Christian in its motivatievhich is clearly evident in their
Preface to the serié$. Moreover, their work was not a purely academie,dyut

one which they hoped would have religious signiicefor their readers.

Keil and Delitzsch read Numbers as the natural sletguLeviticus. Leviticus is
read as a continuation of the giving of the lawt t@mmences at Exodus 25. In
this, we see that they stand in opposition to theerging source theory that
formed the context of their work which views Legits as a part of the P strata
which comes later than the narrative sections wkich it is inserted. This
suspicion of the source theory is demonstratetieir commentary on chapter 25,
in which a footnote strongly refutes the ‘violerypbthesis' of a scholar named
Knobel, who had suggested a mixing of two accouhtsugh the chapter,
specifically verses 1-5 and 6-18. Knobel had tbufe second section to be
Jehovistic, and the opening verses to be Elohistiis. work is judged to be based

on ‘empty assumptions’ rather than proof.

12 For a comprehensive history, see Nicholddre Pentateuch in the Twentieth Century : The
Legacy of Julius Wellhausen
13 Carl Friedrich Keil and Franz DelitzscBipmmentary on the Old Testament, Volume 1: The
Pentateuch10 vols., vol. 1 (Peabody: Hendrickson, 2001, xi
1 Carl Friedrich Keil and Franz Delitzsch, "The FbuBook of Moses (Numbers)," in
%ommentary on the OId Testamé@eabody: Hendrickson, 2001), 790.

Ibid.
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The commentary on chapter 25 commences in this Wag Lord had defended
His people from Balaam'’s curs®.’Of course, there is no reference given for this,
as the text in no way intimates that Balaam evengtted to curse Israel; indeed,
the opposite is the case. They go on to say thkan is ‘casually’ mentioned in
Num 31:16 as giving the advice which was takenythke people of Moab. They
are careful to differentiate the Moabite women frtora Midianite Cozbi, but are
equally prudent in linking her to the presence aflishite Princes in the earlier
story of Num 22. 1t is this involvement by the yauroyals of Midian that lies

behind the later judgement upon th&m.

Keil and Delitzsch spend some time on the useefatbrdsr, which they suggest
refers to carnal and spiritual whoreddfnThey follow the events of the opening
verses closely; friendship leads to the invitatiorthe sacrificial meals in honour
of Chemosh, the celebrations of which include thestitution of women and

virgins *°

What follows from there is quite a lengthy discossabout the possible mode of
execution that may have been used. Keil and Belitzbring forward their

discussion of the plague to this point, so it isrsas a part of the display of God’s
wrath which needs to be turned away. They rejedian understandings of the
crucifixion which is hinted at as a mode of exeaufibut settle on a reading in
which the offenders are put to death, and then liespapon a cross in the sth.

In doing so, they harmonise other execution passdgev. 20:14, Deut. 21:22
and 2 Sam. 21:6, 9. They also see this as punighmtended for the perpetrators
of the offence, rather than the ‘*heads of the pEapho are seemingly the objects
of the verbs. However, due to matters taking &edént turn,>* none of the

prescribed events takes place.

The different turn is the appearance of the prioc&imeon and the princess of

Midian®? before the gathered, weeping assembly. Keil aglitZ8ch see no cultic

1% bid.

7 bid.

'8 bid.

19 bid.

%0 |bid., 791.

2 |pid.

22 Keil and Delitzsch are willing to offer this shdniography of the couple, drawn from verse 4,
but do not go so far as to mention their names.
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activity taking place, rather, the two have comkelgao commit adultery irhis

tent?® An interesting insight follows:

This shameless wickedness, in which the deptheottrruption
that had infiltrated into the congregation camdigbt, inflamed
the zeal ofPhinehas the son of Eleazer the High Priest, to such
an extent, that he seized a spear, and rushinghettent of the
adulterer, pierced both of them through in the \at?*

Phinehas’ action then is not related solely toabtons of the renegade couple,
but rather, expose to him the depth of the faihfrall of Israel. The two lovers
become representative of all of the transgressorthat symbolically, Phinehas is
executing all those who had failed. The sign & $&iuccess is the immediate
restraining of the plague, his act of high priesityercession averting the
destruction of the whole congregation.His action, a display of ‘divine zeal’
(nxap is ‘my zeal’, not ‘zeal for me®f, in which the daring sinners are put to

death, establishes Phinehas as the eternal possétise priesthood’

Interestingly, Keil and Delitzsch note that bothmiers of the couple are named,
but they themselves only name Cozbi. They alsoentak link between her
father and the report of his death in the war Wiidian in Num. 31. The name
of Zimri remains unspoken. The war with Midiardesscribed with a reference to
Baumgarteff: ‘in order that the practical zeal of Phinehasimsasin, by which
expiation had been made for the guilt, might bepéei for all the natior?’

George Buchanan Gray
Gray, an Oxford Professor, published his Numbersmentary in 1903° He
opens the preface with a mention of the commendérifeil, which had been

published in English some thirty-five years prewiyu

Keil's interpretation started from a standpoint @fhiwas at the
time professedly, and recognised to be, conseeasind which

ij Keil and Delitzsch, "The Fourth Book of Moses (Nags)," 791.
Ibid.

% |bid., 792.

%6 |pid.

27 |bid.

28 Baumgarten was a £9Century commentator also.

29 Keil and Delitzsch, "The Fourth Book of Moses (Nwers)," 792ff.

%0 Gray, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Numbers
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the advance of scholarship in the interval haseasingly shown
to be untenable. It is unnecessary to say moradicate the
need for a new English commentdty.

As we have already seen, the second half of thetedmth century was a time of
great upheaval in the discipline, energised bywibek of Graf and Wellhausen.
Gray notes the work of other commentators whichehaame in the interim: the
work of Dillmar® and Strack, noting that even in the fifteen years between
Dillman’s work and his own, standpoints had changed the body of knowledge
increased” Keil's commentary had well and truly been lefthimel. Gray’s
comments, while showing a respect for the work efl Kalso indicate that a new
point of departure for critics had arrived. AstwiKeil's work, Gray’s too would
eventually become out-of-date. However, some wingars later, Timothy
Ashley, in his commentary on Numbers speaks of Gmy‘the” commentator

with whom one agrees or disagre®s.’

Gray'’s introductory comments to Num. 25 clearlyab$ish the new paradigm
within which he is operating. He breaks the chapt® four sections, the final
three (vss. 6-18) being closely related to eackerdth That division is self-
evident. His change of focus becomes evident when discusses the
contributions of each of the relevant sources, wditbcussion of JE, which
accounts for vss. 1-5, and P (though not entiredy, Rvhich makes up the
remaining verse¥. That Gray assumes this, and bases his commentsesa
divisions, coupled with the comments of his Prefaceeems clear that scholars
who may have been sympathetic to Keil's resistaoncthe source theory were

now firmly in the minority.

In terms of source criticism, what is most strikingGray is his differentiation of
the P source. He finds three distinct element®.ofFFirstly, Pg, which is the

fundamental work (the g signifying ‘groundwork’),hieh he describes as the

3L |bid., vii.
82 August Dillman, "Die Bucher Numeri, Deuteronomiamd Josua," ilKurzgefasstes
Exegetisches Handbuch zum Alten Testarfi&3&6).
33 H.L. Strack,Die Bucher Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus und Nunkenizgefasster Kommentar zu
den Heilgen Schriften Alten and Neuen Testamerdeseszu den Apokryphen (Nordlingen: C.H.
Beck, 1894).
3 Gray, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Numbeis
35 Ashley, The Book of Numbers.
2? Gray,A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Numb&8&0.

Ibid.
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‘priestly history of sacred institution® Ps represents the material which is later
in origin, perhaps as late as 250 BCE, and so deresil ‘secondary’, and the
third marker is Px, which is material not necedgalater than Pg, but not
considered to be a part of the original work. ®¢thobught to be the work of one
writer, the other material coming from an indeterate number of hands.
These markers give an indication of how far the dtlypsis had come in a
relatively short period, and point the way forwawda theory developed by Noth

(see below).

Verses 1-5 make up the first section in Gray’s ysiga) being a composite of J
and E. The distinction comes as a result of twdicators: the lack of clarity

regarding the method of execution, and the appamsaving of traditions in

verses 2-5. Gray suggests that J gives no location any details about the
Moabite god, whereas E is quite specific on thostit$, the location being
Shittim and the god, Baal-Pel.

Gray reads the participation in the feast as tlypieleto the physical intimacy,
engagement in the feast being an act of honoutiegMoabite god(s}® He
points out that worshipping Chemosh on his teryitould have been normal
practice for the Israelites in the early periogyudh it is condemned here because
it appears that the land had now become Yhwh’songjuest?

Like Keil, Gray too is interested in who is exeautnd the mode of execution.
He reads the Hebrew as stating explicitly thad thie chiefs of the people who are
to be put to deatf? but suggests that the fusion of sources has cedfil® use of
the pronoun, which may have originally pointed te toffenders. He also
discusses the various possibilities for the exeaytbut unlike Keil, he does not

take a stand on either of these issues.

Gray then moves to a discussion of the actions lihdhas, which he has

assigned to P. He presumes that there is a migsirgduction to this story,

38 |hid., xxxii.
%9 |hid.

40 |pid., 381.
41 |hid.

42 |bid., 382.
3 |bid., 383.
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‘suppressed by the editor in favour of v.1¥’He suggests that this introduction
may have involved the conversation between Balaaththe Midianites which
has been discussed elsewhere. He questions thigithon account of his dating
of the sources. The midrash concerning Balaam ma&yhave been as early as
Pg.

The assumption of the missing introduction leaday@p question the nature of
Zimri and Cozbi's offencé> Perhaps it was an aggravation of the offencessf
1-5, the offence which had caused the plague, draps some new a&&. In this
case, he concludes that the aggravation of theiquewffence seems most

plausible?’

The aggravation he suggests is that in vss.thebconsorting must
have taken place in the women’s homes, whereasweifgave a bringing home,
an act which defiles the carfip.Phinehas’ response is read in this light: thdsact
a dishonour to Yhwh, the act of zeal so great thatiso appeases the wrath
incurred from the previous offené®.Gray notes that the expression ‘covenant of
an everlasting priesthood’, limited to the familfy Bhinehas, suggests a dating
between Ezekiel and Ezra, so designating if°PgOn account of this, Gray
discusses the connection of the Zadokite lineagthtoehas through Ezra and the
work of the Chronicler, and suggests that thisffeat legitimates the Zadokite
line, by establishing it with an ancient originatistory, a linkage which is not

evident in the Deuteronomic texts.

Gray moves quickly to the end of his comments, ngpthe etymologies of the
names of Zimri and Cozbi, and noting their royakifions>® He makes no

comment regarding the significance of those passtio In discussing the
command to attack the Midianites, he again makéserce to Balaam as the
architect of the crafty plan, and also how thesatlo to the Midianites ties this
command to the P material of vss.6-15, while tieremce to Baal Peor relates

the command to the JE story of vss. 1-5.

* Ibid., 384.
“5 Following the text, Gray does not mention theimea at this point.
“8 Interestingly, at this point Gray moves forwardking mention of the plague before it appears
in the text.
2; Gray,A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Numh&&4.
Ibid.
*° |bid., 385.
%% |bid., 386.
*1 |bid.
*2 |bid., 386ff.
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Gray'’s work then, shows a more critical stance tienwork of Keil, or the work

of those before him. His commentary lacks the gk involvement that was
evident elsewhere. There is no emotional languagemoral judgment. The
explicit religious commitment of Keil and Calvinesas absent from the work of
Gray, this work showing a critical distance whichsanot part of the religiously

motivated work of his predecessors.

Martin Noth

In 1948, German scholar Martin Noth releadgberlieferungsgeschichte des
Pentateuch(A History of Pentateuchal Tradition®). This work examined the
pre-literary history of the Pentateuchal traditioragher than the literary phase, in
order to determine the basic themes which undetgedPentateuchal traditiors.
Noth, and his contemporary and compatriot Gerhaott Rad, showed a great
concern for the totality of the Pentateuch, buyttiéfered in significant respect:
Von Rad felt that the Yahwist was the most promingice in the Pentateuch,
whereas Noth felt that the material was largely plete before the Yahwist
commenced worR® Another significant factor in Noth’s work is héxclusion of
Deuteronomy; indeed, the history of Pentateuclaaliions could well be named

‘A History of Tetrateuchal Traditions.’

In terms of the composition of the Pentateuch, Nb#orised a single narrative,
which may or may not have been a written work. dd#ed this work G (for
Grundlage or in English, ‘foundation’). Noth dated G toetlpre-monarchic
period, and he believed that it was here that thé tdecisive stages of the
formation of the Pentateuch occurr8dJ and E came after G, and were written
works, both drawing from G, but adding materialleéir own. Eventually, they
were combined, J remaining the dominant vdicé&inally, JE is united with P, P
providing the framework for the entire narrativbluch material has been added
to this to create the final form, some added tongB some to the completed

Pentateuch. Noth distinguished this material bgguthesigla Ps, which referred

%3 Martin Noth,A History of Pentateuchal Tradition€Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1972).
** Nicholson,The Pentateuch in the Twentieth Century : The Legadulius Wellhausers.

*° |bid., 75ff.

*° Ibid., 79.

>’ R. N. WhybrayJntroduction to the PentateuctGrand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 1995), 19.
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only to that material added to P; it was not useddsignate later passages in the
style of P*®

In 1966, Noth’s Commentary on Numbers appeared émm@n, the English
translation released two years later.Numbers was not a book that Noth felt
entirely comfortable with, in that he felt it lackenity or pattern, that it is often
stilted in its flow by legal material and seemstdy marginally take in some of
the great themes of the Pentatetftiwhat he sees as significant is the emergence
of the conquest theme in Numbétswhich foreshadows the deuteronomistic

history, his work on which is the great contributiof his career.

Noth’s view of Num 25 is that it contains elemepfstraditions from varied

places and times, woven together in such a wayp asake it near impossible to
disentanglé®> Perhaps not surprisingly, he suggests that tleming five verses

of this narrative may have formed a part of the Blentateuchal narrative-
tradition. Even so, like Gray he notes the lackhafmony amongst them, citing
the late mention of ‘Baal of Peor as an indicdfor. However, he is not as
confident as Gray in attributing the various stmand particular strata. As he
comments; ‘One might attribute this section tout,dne must also make the point

that it is scarcely self-containe?.’

In terms of the literary context of the story, Natbtes the jarring effect of the
Israelite apostasy juxtaposed with the elaboragsdimgs of the previous chapters,
all the more so because it is the god of the kihg Wad attempted to commission
the curse who receives Israel’'s worsfipNoth makes the observation that the
relationships between Moab and Israel had no cbitickground, but do have
cultic consequencé8. He is concerned with the womd, translated ‘to yoke

oneself to’, used only here and in Ps 106 whicb discusses this scene, though

*8 Nicholson,The Pentateuch in the Twentieth Century : The Legadulius WellhauserT8.
%9 Noth, Numbers: A Commentary

%9 |bid., 1ff.

®1 Ibid., 12.

%2 |bid., 195.

%3 |bid.

54 |bid.

% Ibid., 196.

% bid.
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he concludes that it is no longer possible to @sirewhat this may have meant,

either literally or figuratively’’

In discussing the command to punish the chiefs,hNaimilar to other
commentators, is interested in the mode of punisttraedered. The problem is
the hiphil form ofxp>, which in Qal can mean ‘be put out of joint’ buts less
clear in hiphil. What seems plain is that whaintended is a very cruel and
painful mode of punishmef. He is also interested in the expression ‘in fate
the sun’, particularly as it is coupled with ‘forh¥h’, though the particular
meaning or significance is lost to us. All we @aiely assume is that the act is

propitiatory®

The fact that Moses appears to change the commbnthwh leads Noth to
suggest that vs 5 may be the work of a later writeo wanted to make sure that
the guilty persons were indeed punished. In effdtis becomes an ‘additional
measure”? textually necessary because of the absence ofeguoyt that the first

command was carried out.

In his introduction to the chapter, Noth suggebtd the appearance of Phinehas
in vs 6 indicates that this part of the text asvileg from a late period in which
Aaronite succession was establishedHowever, he is again reluctant to assign
these verses to P, seeing as though they seemntairtcelements of older
traditions, and a unique vocabulary which make# slating very difficult’> He
notes that the links between vss. 1-5 and whabwallare loose, and require one
to do a certain amount of ‘read[ing] between tmedi™® For example, we are
supposed to assume that the lament at the tenteetimg has to do with the
apostasy at Baal Peor; we are to assume thatageebf vss. 8-9 is in some way
linked to the divine punishment of 4-5; the ‘Midinwoman’ appears to be
familiar, and so we are left to assume she is mesway linked to the Moabite

women of the opening verses. None of these thang®xplained explicitly, they

57 |bid., 197.
%8 |hid.

5 |hid.

™ bid., 198.
™ Ibid., 195.
2 |bid., 196.
3 |bid., 198.
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are left to the reader to put together. What tsrgsting about Noth’s reading of
this scene is that he sees the Israelite man asgtakivantage of the national
situation’* as if suggesting that this was an opportune tiorehis nefarious
action. He reads the ambiguapsbbaas some sort of inner room, perhaps even a
‘wedding room’’® and so clearly understands this as a marriageerrgttan an act

of prostitution or divination. Indeed, what exgds to be considered nefarious
about his actions is again left to the reader ttude, though as Noth suggests, we

are left to make that decision in the context eféhents of vss. 1-8.

Noth very quickly closes his reading of Num 25. eTannouncement of the
rewarding of Phinehas amounts to the whole pointhefstory, legitimising the
descendants of Phinehas in the face of possiblesiigm. The mentioning of the
names of the couple involved appears little moas thn act of defamation against
their respective clans. And the final command tr with Midian appears to
make them responsible for the events of vss. 1B3plaing the Israelites of

blame’’

Noth’s comments on Num 25 seems in some way tdlphhés own feelings on

the book of Numbers as a whole. It seems thatasetéo quickly rushed over
some of the more significant details, while at peiabouring things that seem to
be of little consequence. This is the prerogativéhe commentator, no doubt, but

the effect is that his reading of Num 25 is imbatsth

Philip Budd
Between the appearance of Noth’'s work and the I®@@dication of Budd’s
commentary, three significant, shorter commentaajgseared; those of Sturdf,
SnaitH® and Wenhani® These three have proven to be useful, often eiterts,

including by Budd in his own work. However, theack the sustained critical

™ Ibid.

" Ibid.

"® Ibid.

7 Ibid., 199.

8 John SturdyNumbers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976).

¥ Norman Henry Snaith,eviticus and Numberslew Century Bible (London: Nelson, 1967).
80 Gordon J. WenhanNumbers: An Introduction and Commentatgt ed., Tyndale Old
Testament Commentaries (Leicester: Downers' Grotez-Marsity Press, 1981).
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rigour of Budd’s fuller commentary, so are only riiened here, rather than being

a focus of attentioft:

Quite early in the Introduction to the commentaafter a discussion of the
contents of his work, Budd claims that ‘the book lumbers] is by no means as
disordered and incoherent as is sometimes claifietvhilst he does not

specifically cite Noth at this point, it is hard tmagine that Noth’s comments
regarding the confused nature of the text are famfhis mind. Instead, he
suggests, the book falls into three reasonably deetions, though there may be

some disagreement around where those divisiofi3 lie.

In his discussion on sources, Budd concerns himsely with Priestly and
Yahwistic material. He lacks confidence in NotliPg hypothesis, while not
dismissing it outright: ‘Difficulties do not of cose negate the validity and
appropriateness of an enquirygf‘.".he comments. However, in the end he thinks
that the idea that P is some form of reinterpretator retelling of some original
source, namely Pg, is probably unnecessary. ldstea sees the work of P as
being analogous with the work of the Chronicler,ondiearly utilises material
from Samuel and Kings, as well as other sourcasfdouvhom there is no need to

posit a ‘base narrativ&”

Budd places Num 25 as the final scene of the sediglon, which he titlesThe
Journey—Its Setbacks and Sucg¢essd which he takes to commence at Num
9:15%¢ In regards to the sources, Budd follows the ubnalof assigning vss. 1-5
to JE and 6-18 to P, though he notes that while thvision is reasonably
straightforward, further analysis poses many pros® In regards to the first

section, Budd rehearses the various positions coimgeparallel threads. He is

8 This is in no way a criticism of these works, bather a reflection of the aims and scopes of the
series in which they appear.

82 Budd,Numbers xx.

8 |bid. Many commentators follow a tri-partite diion, though as Budd notes, there is no
consensus on the divisions. An alternative viepuisforward by Denis Olson in Olsofhe
Death of the Old and the Birth of the New : TherReavork of the Book of Numbers and the
Pentateuch His later commentary follows the same pattedso® Numbers

84 Budd, Numbers xxii.

% Ibid.

86 |pid., xvii.

* Ibid., 275.
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unconvinced of the presence of*Eeven less so by the theories of N&th.
Instead, he posits a literary base, truncated ethe Yahwist® What may be in
view is a recollection of a popular Northern c&#gal Peor, attested in Hos 9:10,
the shortening evidenced by the lack of reportihghe executions commanded
within the text

Like Noth, Budd is interested in the temmg, also noting that the rarity of its use
points to some specialised cultic usage which ig tost to us”® Likewise, the

mode of execution garners his attention, and he tlee same options as Noth,
while adding the possibility, supported by Robeamt&mith, that the victims may

have been thrown from a clitf.

Turning to vss. 6-15, Budd follows the commonly eqgted line that this is a
Priestly supplement to the JE account. He godarsas to suggest that this work
may well be from the hand(s) of the author(s) ofribers®* Like Noth, he sees
this second section as requiring many assumptiarthe part of the reader. For
example, there is no mention of weeping or plaguthé opening stanza, but they

are assumed by the auttior.

At this point Budd refers to the Baal Peor traditaf Ps 106, which he describes
as a bridge between the two sections of Nur’28s we have seen elsewhere, Ps
106 mentions Phinehas, a detail missing from H&#&8@. Dating the Psalm to
the exilic or early post-exilic period means tha¢re is a strong chance it was
known by the author of Num 25, and adds to therapsions they make in the
composition of the text. Budd questions whether the truncation of theiti@n
may mean that Phinehas was a part of the Yahwistdition, or whether this

represents a legitimising move for those represeiite Phineha® though he

% |bid., 276.

8 |bid.

% |bid., 281.

°L |bid.

%2 |bid., 279.

% |bid.

* Ibid., 277.

% |bid.

% |bid.

7 |bid.

% bid., 279. suggests that Phinehas is linked mesway to a returning group around the time of
Ezra. It appears that their credentials as priestisbeen questioned. This story, linking Phinehas
to Aaron justifies their claim to legitimacy. Thetions of Phinehas in this episode, displaying
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suggests that this seems unlikely, given the rnestdanature of much of the
psalm® Instead, it seems reasonable to attribute thig/'st expansion to the
priestly author, for whom it is important that Pélras be a son of Aaron. In a
similar vein, the introduction of Midian into théosy provides the framework for

the ensuing war on Midian.

Budd finishes his remarks on this chapter, anchersecond major division of his
commentary, with a theological assessment: ‘Thexealwvays ways in which that
good [that is, god’s] purpose can work its way tlgio the morass of human
inadequacy, and this must be judged one of theodattmajor theological
contributions to the OT understanding of GBY.” This sectionSetbacks and
Successeis ambiguous in this respect. In speaking in 8y@gneral terms, Budd
evades the difficulty of the critical, theologicaliestions. Is the apostasy and
resulting plague a necessary setback for the cominngess? Does Phinehas’
violent action in some vile way turn defeat intetery? Budd is right in his
assessment that the story to this point acknowkedagéure, and that there are
consequences for that failuf¥. Yet finishing this section in the manner that he
does, allows one to wonder if this is a failureeeahed, an unfortunate, perhaps
even inconvenient story, but necessary for the imgg@onsequences which

spring from it.

Jacob Milgrom
Jacob Milgrom is perhaps best known for his work_eniticus, including a three
volume commentary in the Anchor Bible Series. Aseapert on Torah, he has
contributed as much as any other figure in redergg to our understanding of the
seminal part of the Hebrew bible. His commentaryNumber$® is a part of the
Jewish Publication Societies Torah series and st certainly the definitive

commentary on the book. Milgrom announces histie:

This commentary aims to be critical, unapologetitd objective.
At the same time, it offers reliable support tosavho believe

such zeal in the face of inter-marriage and ardbedssue of racial exclusion also buttresses the
ideology of the returning group.

¥ |bid., 277.

190 hid., 283.

101 |hid.

192 Milgrom, Numbers = [Ba-midbar] : The Traditional Hebrew Taxith the New JPS
Translation
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that this book and the Torah at large were divimelyealed. The
two generations of Israel's founders who walk tlglouts pages
alternately obeyed and resisted the covenantal wésnaf Sinai.
Their encounters with God, devoutly interpreted ahudifully
recorded by subsequent generations, manifest @cEdSi
ambiguities and discrepancies. It could not bewtise. These
uncertainties represent the flawed human perceptibrthe
infinite faces of the divine. They were enteretb ithe books of
the Torah because they were all regarded as equalentic and
sacred?®®

Milgrom makes something clear: that his is a Jewmmmentary, concerned with
matters of Jewish history, and seemingly writtemr # Jewish audience.
Nonetheless, it is a sign of Milgrom’s rare qualitgat this commentary
transcends that audience to become the magisteded that it is. This is a

thoroughly Jewish commentary, of great value tooamyinterested in the text.

Milgrom commences his comments on Num 25 by likgntrto the golden calf
episode of Ex 32, noting similar thematic matenadirship of other gods, death
of guilty parties to assuage god's wrath and thsigihation of the line of
Phinehas/Levites for work in the sanctu#f{. Further, he sees the Numbers
episode as the fulfilment for the events at theebafs Sinai, noting the divine
utterance, ‘A day will come when | will punish theior their sins.” (Ex. 32:34,
NEB). Milgrom is emphatic: ‘[The editor] clearlyal Baal-Peor in mind®
Like many others, Milgrom also notes the tradition@ew that Balaam was
involved in the plotting of the events, though heoasays that this was a part of
Balaam’s plan to destroy Israel. Here we havermtance of tradition being
promoted over the text, and so the Jewishness efcttimmentary becomes

evident.

Milgrom’s textual engagement is more rigorous ttia@ previous commentaries
we have considered, concerning himself with all nearof details overlooked by
others. While it would be superfluous to rehedfse breadth of Milgrom’s
observations, some do warrant our attention. Retance, on the worthir>,
Milgrom notes that this is the only instance whire verb, in its literal sense (to

whore), takes a masculine subject. This suggestells religious defection as a

103 |hid., xiii.
104 1hid., 211.
103 |hid.
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result of cohabitation and intermarriage with thealites'® This is a departure
from material we have previously considered, whbee view has been that the
events of the first five verses did not consistnarriage, but purely of sexual
relations germane to the worship of Baal Peor.ghMiin sees this as a fulfilment
of a prediction found in Exodus, ‘for they will luafter their gods and sacrifice to
their gods and invite you, and you will eat of theacrifices. And when you take
wives from among their daughters for your sonsirtdaughters will lust after
their gods and will cause your sons to lust afteirtgods’ (Ex 34: 15b-16). If
Milgrom’s view is correct-- that what has happengdntermarriage-- then it is
hard to argue that Num 25nset a fulfilment story; that is, it fulfils the predions
of the Ex 32 text. He ends the section by notird the suggestion that what is in
view is cultic prostitution belongs to later tradit'®” without backing away from

his own comments.

When discussing the formx, a word which also garnered the attention of the
other commentators, Milgrom notes that the covaldatm ‘strike a covenant’ is
absent. The term is used twice in Num 25, anché version of the tradition
found in Ps 106, both allowing a sexual interpretabf the joining with Baal-
Peor. These are the only uses of the term indtiptsres'®® The Hosea tradition
uses the term ‘dedicaté®’, rather than ‘attached’, though as Hos 9:10 fiessta

sexualised interpretation of the text remains fdasi

Milgrom points out that Baal-Peor had been unkntoathe Patriarchs, not rising
in importance until the second half of the seconlflermium. This is used as a
way of pointing out that Israel was unprepared tuis confrontatio’® In
discussing the fallout of the failure, he drawswigaon tradition to suggest that
innocent and guilty leaders were to be put to d€dttSimilarly, Milgrom draws
on a wide range of sources in discussing the médeeaxution. In regards to the
expressiomi?, Milgrom suggests that the public impalement mheste been

carried out in the hope that it may terminate ttagype’'? However, as Milgrom
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notes, it seems more likely that Phinehas’ actiorthe coming verses meant an
abortion of any other act of execution, noting that, which commences verse

six, suggests a simultaneous actith.

The intention of the couple is also of interestilgrom. He seems persuaded
that this is most likely a marriage arrangementhwe man bringing his wife to
meet his family. Though, typical of this commegtaMilgrom explores other

options, including the possibility that this couldell be an act of cultic

prostitution, perhaps even suggested by the woraath& sake of bringing the
plague to an end. Whichever interpretation is ehpsvhat is evident is that the
actions are perceived as an escalation in Isra@tis and each ends with an

inevitable conclusion: war with Midiar?

What follows is a demonstration of Milgrom’'s commént to being
unapologetic¢?® Milgrom states that there could hardly be a nfw@mous crime
than the deliberate murder of a princess by a higtking official of another
nation!*® The language used is important. What was appgrcultic matter is
moved by Milgrom to a legal concern. Phinehasicas are legitimised in the
text as being a Priestly act, making atonementhferpeople by force. Milgrom’s

comments seem to resist this idea. Phinehash&rm but a murderer.

In his reading of the following verses, Milgrom asta series of incidents that he
interprets as a critique of Moses. He reads waHition, citing the Talmud and
Josephus in considering Moses’ complete lack opaese in the face of the
arrival of the couple in the midst of the assemipedplet’” He considers the
penitential weeping at the tent as a subtle condéiomof Moses’ leadership, and
finally, when someone else, namely Phinehas, ietees, Moses’ passivity is
contrasted with the zealous action of the assa¥sirMilgrom demonstrates in
these observations a willingness to stand againsaditional view of Moses

which often uncritically elevates him as the gteato of Israelite history. This is
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not to say that he isn’t that, but is a more badandew of Moses’ actions within
the text.

Milgrom assumes the tent that the couple entehetaa marriage canopy. He
rejects the view that the canopy is a place foindiion*'® In his view, their
great crime is the flaunting of their marriage Imetface of Moses and the
assembly?® Milgrom notes the play omp, meaning both ‘tent’ and ‘belly’, but
also considers other options for the point of Phag penetration. In the end, he
opts for ‘through the genital$?! on the basis of his euphemistic reading of Hos

9:10.

Milgrom then discovers the rabbinic reception ofrfehas, noting that they were
uneasy. He cites Epstein who questions if Phinetas motivated by selfish
motives. After all, he had just committed murtfér.He then suggests that the
uneasiness may already be present in the bibleyghtite absence of Phinehas’
x1p in the Ps 106 recollectidi® However, this reading relies on dating the Psalm

after Num 25, which is not the consensus.

Milgrom commences a new section at verse 10, wisdhe traditional division
betweenparashat Balak and parashat Pinchas Introductory remarks to the
section point out that the covenant made with Rtasematches the one made
with David. Together, they control the civil andripal lives of their peoplé?*
Again, Milgrom refers to the murder of the MidianiPrincess, citing it as a
reason for Midian’s ongoing enmity with Israel wihiwill come to a head by the
end of the chaptéf®

In discussing the zeal, or as the NJPS transkate$assion’, Milgrom notes that

in Arabic and Syriac, this means ‘become intensety, giving a visual element

119 For an alternate view, see Reif, "What Enragedétias : A Study of Numbers 25:8."
120 Milgrom, Numbers = [Ba-midbar] : The Traditional Hebrew Taxith the New JPS
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to the anger of god already mentioned in the ¥xtThat anger had threatened to
utterly wipe out Israel, as god’'s anger is desivect making no moral
distinctions*?” Instead, the destruction makes way for a padtiehdship, the
announcement of which served, as tradition goesprtiect Phinehas from

retribution from Zimri's clan?®

This friendship pact mentions priesthood, ofteruassd to mean the lineage of
the High Priesthood, though that is not specificailentioned. Milgrom rejects it,
deciding instead that the pact refers to an aughtwi function as a priest in the
sanctuary, rather than the office of High Pridstthis way, the line of Abiathar is
banished from the Temple precinct, reflecting thetovy of Phinehas’
descendant, Zaddi®

Interestingly, at the moment of the revelation loé ttouples’ names, Milgrom
does not use them. Indeed, Cozbi’'s name is notdf@ all in his comments. He
notes that they were both of high rank, constituéin implicit praise for Phinehas
(following Ramban), but he skips over the meaniofytheir names and naming.
This indifference to the couples’ names is surpgsigiven the well established
view that names are important interpretive deviees the theologically loaded

meanings of the names involved in this instance.

Moving quickly to the end of the chapter, Milgrompéains the conflation of
Moabite and Midianite women as reflective of a pérof confederation between
the two people$®® He notes that the repetition of ‘because of ff@irasuggests
past and future hostility, and so blames the egsuiar on the machinations of
the Midianites:®*

This ends Milgrom'’s textual analysis of Num 25. tBis commentaries feature a
series of Excurses in which he explores issuedtdnat arisen throughout the text.
It is in the excurses that Milgrom’s brilliancersost evident, includingxcursus
61: The Apostasy of Baal-Peor
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Milgrom differs from other commentators in that Bees no division at the
conclusion of verse 5. Indeed, he says ‘the gredod maintaining this chapter
as a conflation of sources are patently insufficjeshowing none of the
inconsistencies or ‘bulges’ one would normally Idok when formulating such
positions™>? Instead, Milgrom reads the chapter as a unityie Problem that
poses for him is the inconsistency that other comntaters see in the opening five
verses. Clearly, Moses does alter the divine @ectdowever, as he points out,
before god’s or Moses’ command is undertaken, Plagentervenes, perhaps
suggesting that the extent of the plague was soanbw@ming, that mourning at

the tent of meeting was the only action of whickytivere presently capabt&!

Milgrom then turns his attention to Phinehas argldations. What is noticeable
is a shift in Milgrom’s attitude to Phinehas. Whipreviously he had seemed to
be quite adamant in his language about Phinehéishac here he looks to defend
Phinehas. Phinehas had not acted on his own iephig was following god’s
command. His actions amount to an attempt tolftilé command to impale the
leaders, confirmed by the establishment of thealjgeof the murdered couple
after the event® The use of> underlines the fact. Kipper averts the
retribution, ensuring no more victims are requit€dMilgrom goes on; ‘had they
(or other leaders; v. 4a) been slain earlier, mafnhose who died in the plague
could have been savetf® However, Milgrom does not appear to change his
mind on Moses. The expression ‘in his becomingasspned with my passion,’
(Num 25:11) used of Phinehas, stands as a tacikeebf Moses®’

Finally, Milgrom turns to the nature or purposelod Baal-Peor cult. He makes a
strange move at this point. He sees the sexuakidiuin the tent by the ‘named

couple’ as an integral part of the cult of Baal4Rewt one for the purpose of
sexual gratificatiot®® Given his earlier claim that this was most likalynarriage

arrangement, it is hard to understand where thif shiginates. This is
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particularly telling because he goes on to disntiss notion that this was a
fertility cult, requiring sexual union for the inggnation of the earth with rain
seed. No evidence exists for the sacred prostitithagined by such a thedry.
Instead, following the reading of Ps 106, he sutggihss could be a funerary cult,
and so engagement in the rites by Israel may hapeesented an attempt to
terminate the plague which afflicted théfl. However, as he points out, Baal is a
fertility god, not a god of plague, and it alsowasss that the plague breaks out

and drives the people to Baal-Peor, which is nppstted by the teXf

Milgrom finishes with a summary:

During their stay at the plains of Moab, many lftag —

including a chieftain — were seduced by Moabite Bhdianite

women into engaging in sacrificial feats of the @gahl-peor and

into intermarrying with them. Precisely becauss tas the first

such Israelite encounter with the culture of Canaad because

the devastating plague was attributed to divinettwrBaal-peor

came to be etched in the collective memory as & iadkrael’s

history 142
His summary draws many of his discussions togethieite leaving some matters
unresolved, most notably, the person of Phinelfeshaps we might conclude by
affirming his stated intention; Milgrom has disptalykeen critical awareness and
been unapologetic in his approach, all the whiléimg an authentically Jewish

commentary.

Baruch Levine
Baruch Levine’s Numbers commentary comes in twouwds, the first
volume!*® released only three years after Milgrom’s work exivg the opening
twenty chapters of Numbers, and the second voltitne,2000 release, dealing
with the remaining material. The commentary isaat pf the Anchor Bible
series, defined as an international and inter-faitject. Levine, like Milgrom, is

a Jewish scholar. In fact, he is an ordained R4BbHowever, their respective
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commentaries differ in significant respects. Mpsbminent amongst these is
Levine’s insistence on the division of JE and P,jcwhwe saw was far less
defined in Milgrom’s work. So strong is Levine'®mviction about the two
sources, he treats each independently, at lengthisiintroduction. His division
of Num 25 takes the turn we might expect, attribgitvss. 1-5 to JE and 6-18 to

P, though we shall come to that shortly.

In discussing the material comprising JE, Levinéeadhat the events at Baal
Peor constitute the beginning of a chronic patiarbiblical historiography*°
backsliding due to the lure of paganism. As heesri‘lsrael often forgot its debt
and promise to God and lapsed into the very kinldebfaviour that brought defeat
and suffering upon the people in the past.’ This is the story of the book of
Judges and the long succession of failed Kings. CEfleto restored relationship
with God is declared through the voice of the peiph This is Israel’'s story.
Levine’s summary of the P material also sees pagaat the centre in the actions
of the ‘leading offenders”® set against the zeal of Phinehas. Against the ofe
Milgrom, Levine is convinced that the reward forifhas is the office of the
High Priesthood, which traces back to Aaron, staadthe third generatiof{’
With Milgrom, he sees the text as introducing thalikhites as enemies to be
attacked and destroyéﬁ’. Levine also notes that there is no mention of
Midianites in the JE tradition, the Priestly relited introducing them, and

ultimately, commanding war against théth.

Turning to the commentary on the téXtwe again see Levine’s commitment to

the sources, as he deals with the JE section gepyafaom the P section.

interpretation of Numbers, Levine makes no mentibMilgrom’s commentary, speaking of
Gray's commentary as the most instructive workaweehappeared. He mentions that Gray was
‘fully liberated from theological restraints’, ailed criticism of the largely evangelical
commentaries that had appeared in the ninety w#aes, and perhaps even including Milgrom’s
JPS edition. See Levindumbers 1-20 : A New Translation with Introducteomd Commentary
88.

148 The terminology is indicative of Levine’s positing. This may be a story about history, but it
is not history.
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Dividing the text is in itself not unique, as wevhaseen. However, the difference
between Levine’s choice and that of Milgrom is agaistructive. Milgrom’s
division comes at vs. 10, the traditional divisfon Torah reading, and so reflects

the Jewish nature of his work.

Levine establishes that the text of Num 25 is ainaation from Num 22:1, the
Balaam tradition being inserted between them andgbef entirely different
sources>® The use of the verbw suggests an extended stay, which Levine
suggests is evident from Num 21:28, after the defbthe Amorites. The picture
then is not one of encampment, which implies temporesidence, but rather,
settlement.  Levine concludes that the story réflea tradition of the
Transjordanian Israelite commuriitywhich also seeks to make sense of Hosea’s

appropriation of the tradition.

Levine makes an interesting observation aroundntip®rtant wordsir, pointing
out that when used to discuss actual sexual activie verb form typically lacks
an object> When used metaphorically, the syntax differs from present
construction, using the formny, ‘to whore after’. However, Levine points out
that the same fornkx mir is found in Ezekiel, metaphorically describing the
improper relations of Judah with Egypt and Assyriderhaps then, what is in
view is not actual harlotry, but rather a betraydiich is signified in this
figurative way*>® The effect of this is to absolve the Moabite wonwnany
blame. As Levine points out, there is no evideheee that they tried to seduce
the Israelite men. The language used is deribiwenot accusatory. Instead, the
slide into paganism is the fault of the men whosehto inter-marry with them,
confirming the fear expressed in Ex 34. The pagoditon in the rites of Baal Peor
is as predicted; a result of their marriage with Wwomen, rather than a cunningly

devised plan.

The word s is explored at some length. Levine calls it they word’ in
characterising the apostasy of Baal Peor, notisgpiesence in Ps 106:58.

Typically, apostasy is characterised as servingraglods, or bowing down before
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154 {A:
Ibid.
155 |bid.
150 bid., 283.
157 |hid.

10¢



them, yetmz is entirely different, meaning ‘to bind, hitch?® Interestingly, he
notes that the word is used in magical incantatisnggesting that the sense may
be that they become in some sense, addicted twahship of Baal Peor, such

that they could not free themselves dfit.

In discussing the commands which finish this sectieevine harmonises the two
accounts. He thinks the first should be read llgosbat it is unlikely that the
entirety of Israel’s leadership could be put totdeeRather, all those involved in
pagan worship were subject to executih The formulama» suggests sacrifice,
in this case, the sacrificial offering of impalezhtiers for the sake of assuaging
divine wrath. Given Levine’s view on the divisiof the sources, this series of

executions stands as the last act in JE’s account.

At this point Levine begins his discussion of théestly version. He makes no
mention of themn particle which opens the section, instead he feewmn the
change in vocabulary used to describe ‘the pedpteOf course, such shifts are
significant indicators, and as he points obghw 12 n7w % (‘the entire
congregation of the sons of Israel’)is a ‘distiggtkiestly locution.**> However,
the mn as a marker of transition is completely ignoredrhaps for the very

reason that its presence suggests continuity rétaeardivision.

The fact that ‘the Midianite woman’ now appearsthre text is evidence for
Levine of priestly enmeshing® Midianites had been absent to this point. That
one appears now, and is identified with use of dbénite article, makes her
appearance very pointed, to say the least. Furthetence of the priestly

expansion is seen in the plague of vs. 9, also atiored in JE.

Levine questions what the nature of the Israeliéms offence must have been to
warrant such a response. It seems that it isryamity to the gathered assembly

that makes the act so reprehensiffeFollowing Gray, he suggests that it may be
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the presentation of a wife to his kinsmen. HowgeVer notes that-pi often
describes the offering of a sacrifit®. This cultic element leads him to conclude
that what is in view is yet another act of paganrshigp, which he thinks is

justified in the continuation of the narratit8.

Levine reconstructs the following verses quite edightly to the other
commentators that we have considered. He doe<omatlude that Phinehas
storms the couple’s tent. Rather, he considerséhiexa to be directional. The
stabbing then, takes place in front of, or in thexjnity of the tent in questiot?’
He follows Reif's understandir’@8 of the termnnap, translating it asqubbah
tent’, so that the stabbing happens ‘at habbahtent''*® rather than ‘in her
belly’. The offending act then is not a sexudl &at rather an act of sacrifice or
celebrationt’® There are numerous problems with this theory.e Gibbahis
explicitly described as belonging to ‘her’. Levisaggests that given her lofty
social position, the daughter of a prince, perhapsould-be King, her family
may have had its own teht However, this doesn’'t explain why the tent is so
closely associated with the gathered Israelite lgeiptheir own sacral precincts.
Surely, if what is in view is an act of lament cadidy engagement with foreign
women, there would have been an attempt to distdémemselves from such
problems. Secondly, why would the man bring thenap to meet his kinsfolk at
‘her’ tent? Thirdly, Levine argues that the notibiat they were stabbed through
her belly or womb reflects an idea that harlotrypasstitution was at the heart of
the offence, an idea he rejetts. What Levine fails to consider is that this could
be an act of celebration — the celebration andwuonsation of a marriage, which
would also harmonise with his view of the JE tradit What Phinehas may be
reacting against is the taking of a foreign wifee tact which seems to lead on to

apostasy.

185 |bid.

188 |bid.

%7 |bid., 287.

168 Reif, "What Enraged Phinehas : A Study of Numia&s."

189 | evine,Numbers 21-36 : A New Translation with Introductaomd Commentary281.
170pid., 288.

171 | pid.

172 |bid., 287.

11C



Levine describes vss. 10-15 as an aetiology, argiogrthe Aaronide mandate
over the chief priesthodd® This is achieved through Phinehas’ display of,zea
which Levine notes is coupled with love in SongSoihgs:’* God’s zeal though,
is a dangerous force, with the potential to desth@ynations (Zech 1:14-15), as
well as Israel (Ex 32:10). Phinehas’ actions aletree more timely! The
announcement takes a slightly different turn inibeis translation, the crucial
terminology of which he translates ‘my covenanfafowship™’® This is based
primarily on the assertion that?wv modifies both subjects, covenant and
priesthood, the latter fornmiio also possible referring to the ‘fellowship of
priests’>’® This translation avoids the difficulty of assdirig a covenant of
peace with such a violent action, particularly s following verse interprets
Phinehas’ action as human sacrifice; one which tossk the wrath of God.
Phinehas’ actions therefore, are the actions ofiespmaking expiation for the

people.

Levine playfully suggests that the revelation oé tbhffending couple’s names
reveals a priestly concern for detdif. He reads the family lines a little
differently by comparison to the other interpretefisevine maintains that it is
Zimri who is the chieftain, not his father, on thasis that the formula, X. son of
Y. is bound, so that what follows pertains to thstfname only”® This view is

not found amongst the other commentaries, who Z@&wi as the son of the
chief, the prince to Cozbi's princess. Levine esg®the symbolic meaning of
Cozbi’'s name as ‘deceitful’, but points out heripos as the daughter of the
‘head’ of the hous&’® He emphasises that it would be wrong to assuntettiba
priestly writers were simply projecting Israelitecgal structures on Midian.
Rather, comparable units and terminology were niiaely common to her

neighbours®°

Levine finishes his textual comments with the asserthat Num 25 attempts to

establish Midianite culpability for the ensuing waranx implies military
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aggression, but it is in response to the deceptibthe Midianites, who are

referred to ag™ ¥, ‘aggressors'?

! Here, the priestly writers conflate Midianite
and Moabite women, condemning them for their sedoatf the Israelite men,

concluding their revision of the JE tradititf.

The first of Levine’s ‘Comments’ on Numbers 25 seéd establish th8itz-im-
Lebenof the JE account. According to his thinking, dhid has been mentioned
already, the Hosean reference to Baal Peor prowdsgnificant clue to the
provenance of the tradition. Couple with the régoDeuteronomy 2:14, and the
sense that the JE material seems to end the wddermaterial at Num 21:12,
Levine reads the material that follows as the stofythe new generatiofi’
Consequently, he reads the content of Num 25:1-bedsnging to the same
circles that produced Hosea 9 and Deuteronomy: i)aNorthern Kingdom
writers retrojecting Israelite failure into the dérness period as a model for what

was happening to theffi*

His second comment is titled ‘The Real Sin of BRabr’, and takes up his earlier
argument that what is in view in vss. 1-5 is notusg harlotry, but rather, inter-
marriage or other attachment to the Moabite wolfign.He reads this as
instructive for establishing the source of the @sb. Just as passages in Kings
criticise Solomon for his foreign wives, a simitaeme is evident her&®

Levine then goes on to suggest that the interpoetadf 717 has been overly
sexualised by earlier interpreters. The Niphat; has also been over-read as he
sees it. In neither the JE nor the priestly versib the story is their indication
that the rites of worship involved sexual activity. Like Milgrom, he asserts that
the evidence for sacred prostitution, often linkeith this episode, is almost
entirely absent in the West Semitic sphere in tihltimes'®® This is borne out

by a review of the other inner-biblical referendesthe scene, which give no
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indication of orgiastic rites. It also helps tgo&in why the virgins were spared

during the war on Midian. They were not guiltyasfy crime*®®

Levine closes this comment with an observation themvish and Christian
interpretation has been loaded with sexual impbeoat We have certainly
witnessed this in our own survey. His lengthy ekxetion of the issue is a way
of counter-balancing the argument, though, he natesdern scholarship still

favours the sexual interpretatiot!.

Levine’s third comment examines the selectivityhivitthe Aaronide Priesthood.
He notes that this is a theme which runs througlodig, Leviticus and
Numbers'®* Num 25 represents a crucial moment in the therdetelopment.
As Eleazer is the favoured son of Aaron (Num 3:324 becomes his successor
(Num 20:22-29), so too Phinehas emerges as hisrfatbuccessdr> Levine
notes how the Zadokite line, by no means Levitisagjrafted to the Aaronide line
through the book of Ezra. He cites Ezekiel 44¢gaitic or post-exilic source as
having no knowledge of an Aaronide priesthd%d.Instead, this is a later idea,
belonging to the priestly writers who appropridte aincient Baal Peor tradition

as a vehicle for their own ideological benefit.

Finally, Levine turns his attention to the cruedlity that this text appears to
regard human sacrifice as efficacious for assuadimme wrath. Clearly, the
opening five verses are understood as failure enpéwt of Israel, a violation
punishable by deatl!* The death of the offenders commanded by Mosesaapp
to be judicial, a punishment in line with Israetsvenant responsibilitiés>

notwithstanding the problem of the expression YefWH’'. The same cannot be
said for the action of Phinehas though, the resulivhich is said to stay the
plague and achieve atonement, and warrants diviaisgy Other laws can be
found within the Torah which legislate the execuatiof citizens found

worshipping foreign Gods. Deuteronomy 13 and 1litaio such laws, with
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offenders to be stoned to death. As Levine suggéstse laws seem to suggest
that when it comes to matters of cultic purityisitpossible for a person to take
matters into their own hand® though one must wonder about the historical
veracity of this ever taking place. In regardghe intention of the text, Levine
surmises that the story presents a unique chall¢hge religion was unique, and

so they dare not tolerate the worship of other gods

In sum, Levine makes significant departures fromatumight be considered an
orthodox reading of the text. His willingness tplkore alternative interpretive
options opens up the text to very different wortidlsunderstanding, though at

times his ideas seem speculative, or even naivaggfol.

What then, has this history of commentary writingeg us as readers? What
answers have been given? Certainly, the criticatkwof figures like Astruc
opened the texts of the Pentateuch open, and theagm® of the early critical
scholars who literally risked their life for thewillingness to ask difficult
guestions and give difficult answers has enablédlacship to move forward in a
way that Calvin and his predecessors could haveayaimagined. But rather
than finding answers, or perhaps better, consenstgt has emerged is a
diversity of theories. Astruc’s theories were deped and widened in scope; so
too Wellhausen, and so on, and so on. The tufmstory saw a chase of the

author(s), who prove to be elusive.

But not all bible readers are concerned with a gimsthe author. The final

section of this history of interpretation turns teuch readings.

196 |bid., 303.
197 |hid.
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Chapter 1.3

The history of interpretation thus far has consdewhat may be considered
traditional scholarly work; the historiographicaconstructions of the Hellenic
Greeks and the Samaritan Chronicle, the homiliesOoifjen, the halakhic

commentary of the Talmud, rabbinical commentary #redrise of the so called
‘historical’ critic. The following chapter examigavorks that depart from what
we might consider to be ‘traditional’. It is made of two sections, the first
considering creative approaches to the text, aadsétond considering a violent

appropriation of the text.

A. A Creative Turn
Ellen Frankel

Frankel's book bears a striking titldhe Five Books of Miriam: A Woman'’s
Commentary on the Torabne which hints at its major concern. Insidelibek,
before the Contents page is a poem by Merle FeltdezhWe All Stood Together
The poem is the story of an unnamed woman who stexd to her brother at
Sinai. He had a journal, and kept a record ofeixigerience there. But she, as
always was holding a baby; hers, or a friends, smevasn’t able to write down
her own experience. Across time the data slipsyausaving nothing but a
feeling.

But feelings are just sounds

the vowel barking of a mute
Frankel opens her Acknowledgments by announcing ihtention: ‘to point
toward the many named and unnamed women (and meo3emeachings and
experiences have not yet been joined to our coliedegacy as a peoplé.’
Clearly, her book is written with a Jewish audientenind, as the list of people
acknowledged well attests! Her purpose it seents ighabilitate the verses of

the unnamed woman at Sinai, and many of thosehkke

Frankel's book is intensely creative. It takes fitlen of a conversation between
eighteen imagined partners. Biblical charactaushsas Dinah and Leah are re-

imagined and they have voices. Miriam is presantl so too groups called ‘The

! Ellen FrankelThe Five Books of Miriam : A Woman's CommentartheriTorah (New York:
G.P. Putnam's, 1996), ix.
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Rabbis’ and ‘Our Daughters’. The book is struatuagound theparashot each
one discussed amongst various members of the .'c@$ conversational nature
of the work, complete with interjection and argumes in some way reminiscent

of the Talmud, and one wonders if this is the madipted.

Num 25 is a part of twparashof Balak and Pinkhas the division being at verse
10. In dealing with the opening ten verses, thegtiters ask how the Torah can
justify such fanaticism, to which Dinah adds the dewish people have learnt to
be wary of those who act in the name of God. Aatlhere, in the Torah, the
grandson of Aaron ‘impulsively murders’ a coupleaiiit of rage, spearing them
through the belly.

The Rabbis enter the conversation, explaining tifvey don’t condone Phinehas’
actions, nor teach people to act in such a fashibowever, there is little room to
move, on account of the reward of God for the digpdf zeal. A key point is
made: ‘Because we are committed to revering evarand tittle of the Torah as
the word of God, we can only redeem such a textrdigterpreting it or

neutralizing it.2> The last word comes from Miriam, who retorts, ‘\&uld also

show our reverence for the Torah by attributing fherah’s excesses and

inequities to human fallibility. In this way, wedeem God?

The briefness of the material is symptomatic of ilmenense scope of such a
project. We see that the opening five verses, lunwvg Moabite women, are
ignored in favour of the scene involving Phinehalsich is understandable in any
case. ltis interesting that the conversation Ik@saround Phinehas’ actions, and
not the couple with him at the centre of the scehie rabbi’s response seems to
echo the poem; the men working with reference tatwh written down, the

female characters engaged in a different sort dpgm.

The conversation aboytarashat Pinkhasegins with two questions from the
daughters: Why is thpaganwoman identified? and ‘Who is Cozbi and why are

we given her lineagé?The responses begin by establishing the impcetafthe

2 |bid., 233.
% Ibid.
* Ibid.
5 Ibid., 234.
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people involved, but also that the murder of thagass results in the outbreak of
war® Unsatisfied, the daughters again speak, askingshle is named while so
many other women remain nameless. The Rabbis,eate point out the
symbolic meaning of the name; ‘to deceive or laid relate a tradition that has
her ask her father to ‘devour’ the people for heéFhey point out that her Arabic
name wasShevilanaj meaning ‘womb opening’, or euphemistically, whoré
character called Lilith refers to this as ‘vulgaisogynist fantasies’, though Leah
contributes the Akkadian meaning of Cozbi's namegluptuous’ or ‘well
developed’. A group called ‘The Mothers’ end thecdssion: ‘Sometimes it's

better to remain nameless in the Billle.’

Philip Davies
Yours Faithfullyis a collection of ‘virtual letters’ inspired by\ariety of texts
across the canon of the scriptures. Davies adimtssome in the collection are
not always faithful to historical reality, or evplausibility, while others are based
on implied views of the supposed writérsHe discusses difficulties in defining
the function of letters, being such a divegesre drawing upon images of ‘letter’
within the scriptures to illustrate his point. Hencludes: ‘Letters in the ancient
world, including the bible, may be real or imagiyiathey may communicate
between the living, dead or divine, represent v@rbautpourings or artificially

constructed and edited works of literary aft.’

Letter 10 is a letter from Salu, the father of Zinto Zur, the father of Cozbi,

‘written’ in response to the tragedy that had carpen their respective families.
It is impossible for us to guess at the ‘impliedws’ of these two men, given that
they are not visible in the text of Num 25 at althey are simply noted as the
fathers of the couple at the centre of the evems transpire near the tent of
meeting. Davies, in distinction to Levine, ackneddes that Salu is indeed the

head of the house, using similar terminology toirdefZur's position in the

® Ibid., 235.

" Ibid.

® Ibid.

° Philip R. DaviesYours Faithfully : Virtual Letters from the BibhIBibleWorld (London:
Equinox, 2004), vii.

19 bid., ix.



salutation of the letté. The opening paragraph speaks of danger, andskeof

hope for his house, and hints at a coming stornZéois people"

He then quickly turns to the death of Cozbi, a éathvoice heard in the words
‘The Light that Cozbi brought us is no more. Anichd too has been taken from
us.”® Davies situates the murder in the context of labration of the union of

these two lost children, a feast at which Zippothk, wife of Moses was telling

tales of the union of Israel and Midian as onetifésThis suggestion makes
Phinehas’ emergence all the more dramatic, becRhgeehas is a relative of
Zipporah. The merry crowd doesn’'t notice his emteq alerted only by the
hideous cry that emanated from the lovers’ tertiin€éhas, with the strength of a
mad man, had thrust a spear through their embrdadges, and made off into the
night®

Davies makes even more of this scene, having $glurst this was not a quick
death, but rather a slow, protracted, torturoushde&ven Zipporah, the Bride of
Blood, could not hold back the angel of dethSalu sees this as a personal
failure, having broken the trust placed in him byr Zn the presentation of his
daughter as a wife. Salu reports that PhinehasMaaded to camp in Moab with
the other Israelite men and ‘find joy' like many tife others, but had been
forbidden by his fathet’

What follows is an incredible reconstruction. Saéports that the praise of
Phinehas comes from the high priest, an act ofltpya their god*® But the
sense is that Salu was not a witness to this praian; it is prefaced with the
telling ‘It is said that...”® suggesting rumour, reported news, rather than'Salu
own experience. Perhaps we might assume that Saly mave missed the
proclamation as he was processing the grief thatesowith a parent losing a

child, especially in such gruesome circumstanceswever, Davies plays with

" pid., 61.

12 pid.

3 bid.

“ bid.

' bid.

% pid., 62.

7 Ibid.

18 This differs from the biblical text in which themmendation of Phinehas is of divine origin.
19 Davies,Yours Faithfully : Virtual Letters from the Bible
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the chronology of the events. At the time of histing, an ‘illness’ still besets
the Israelite$® certainly a reference to the ‘plague’, even thoulgl divine
command to ‘Harass the Midianites and defeat thisnalready whispered from
the sanctuar> Salu warns Zur in no uncertain terms, telliiig khe high priest
plans to kill all the women who have known a mawell as all the men. Only
the virgin women are to be spared from the sworifeam burning?® Davies has
moved to the reporting of Num 31 for this warniadgding an incredible richness

to his reconstruction here.

A fascinating aspect of Davies’ work is the way $efs the house of Aaron
against that of Moses. Zipporah, a Midianite, ipraminent character in the
reporting of the letter, and seems close to Sald ks family, presumably
because of the presence of Cozbi. She reportsx@ammeus argument between
Aaron and Moses about the foreign wives of ‘thelégd® This is drawn from
Num 12. The tension has simmered, leaving the Mides ‘spoiling for a fight®*

Salu fears what may be around the corner.

The letter ends in a remarkable fashion. Fir&blu prays that the ‘Lord of Peor’
may protect yod> Given the ideological thrust of the biblical reive, this
comment glows with irony. Salu then hopes that &hm&s’ name may become a
byword for shame in Israél. Cleary, Davies’ reconstruction does not include

the announcement of the covenant of peace.

What Davies’ creativity gives us is a sense offdmilial tragedy that lies at the
centre of the story. It provides a glimpse inte bieartache and fear of a bereaved
father, anxious for the future of his lost daughtelaws’ family. While his work

is highly speculative, what it does is cut agathst ‘too simple’ ideology of the
text as we have received it. With recourse to ottwayent texts, it is a brilliant
recovery of one of the lost voices of the text, afférs to us an insight of what

may have been going on within the camp.

20 pid., 63.
21 |hid.
22 |hid.
2 bid., 62.
24 |bid., 63.
% |bid., 64.
28 |hid.
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The Torah: A Women’s Commentary

This book is a joint effort sponsored by the WonmérReform Judaism. It is
written jointly by many contributors, gathering &iber teachings of Jewish
women in the present day. While covering the etytiof the Torah, it focuses on
women in the text, and on texts particularly reteveo women's live$! The
commentary takes a variety of forms: there is @raésommentary, written by a
noted scholar, which is followed by a short, nafyofecussed essay by a second
person, designed either to supplement or challémgeiew of the commentarial
work. An expert in rabbinic literature discussesetection of past interpretations,
a scholar of contemporary life reflects on what plaeashahmay mean for the
Jewish community today, and finally, there is atisexcof poetry or other creative
writing inspired by the reading to close each sectiConsequently, this is a large
volume which speaks with many voices, gatheringetiogr some of the great

thinkers of contemporary biblical studies and belon

The commentary is structured around the succesdiaveekly parashot though
these are divided into what might be considerecc#gericopes. Consequently,
within parashat Balakis a section headefpostasy at Baal Pepwhich takes in

the opening nine verses of Num 25.

The commentary begins with a simple summary othihee segments: vss. 1-5; 6-
9 and 10-19° It also notes that the Baal Peor tradition isspreed elsewhere
within the canon, but points out that only in timstance are foreign women
indicted for enticing the Israelite men to §ih.This theme places the text within
the strand of biblical ideology that prohibits niage with foreign women, and
also makes it clear that the Israelites involvethmapostasy were all mé&h.Fox

points out that this position is challenged witkive canon, making reference to

Ruth®® who is an important counter-voice here, as shéstaoMoabite.

2" Tamara Cohn Eskenazi and Andrea L. Wéi$s Torah : A Women's Commentayew York:
Women of Reform Judaism URJ Press, 2008), xxxi.

28 The summary covers the whole of Num 25, even thahg division of theparashotat verse
nine means that the chapter is dealt with in 2rdissections.

2% Nili Sacher Fox, "Central Commentalarashat BalaK in The Torah: A Women's
Commentaryed. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi and Andrea Weiss (Naw: Ydomen of Reform
Judaism URJ Press, 2008), 952.

0 |bid.

%1 |bid. Fox suggests that Ruth is in some way regekin the text by her decision to break with
her family and to adopt Israelite culture.
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When Phinehas appears in verse 6, Fox makes whgiven the nature of the
commentary, an unexpected comment. She says ‘ertipghasis in this portion
of the account is on the brave, redeeming act ofdPlas, the priest who preserves
the community’s sanctity’? Fox is unwilling, it seems, to condemn the actién
the male priest, or even to relativise it; her atiyes are all positive and reflect
well on his actions. Given that other commentarieses which were not
explicitly looking to the interests of women haveuhd space to question
Phinehas, it seems odd that this one passes owgthitut mention. Also, Fox
makes no mention of the fact that the couple aabb&d through the belly, and

that the MT specifically says ‘her’ belly.

These points are taken up by Hilary Lipka in hemtdbution®® For Lipka, the
fact that they are stabbed in the belly is evidethag the issue which enrages
Phinehas is inter-marriage, not idolatry. The cand has been to kill only
Israelites? Why then is Cozbi put to death as?telln her view, this fits with
the reading of Fox which places this text in thersd of tradition that outlaws
such marriages, and she also cites Ruth as a cewite to this ideological
strand®

The Post-Biblical Commentargections recite material already considered in an
earlier part of this historsf and theContemporary Reflectiosection deals with
the Balaam story, as does the section calfeices so we shall move onto

parashat Pinchas.

Almost immediately, Eskenazi sets her interpretatagainst that of Lipka,
referring to the previous scene as an incidendelatry®’ However, it is also
possible to see a concern for some of the thingereyl in the commentary of

Fox. Namely, the reward of Phinehas who has adtedntly without recourse to

*|bid., 953.

83 Hilary Lipka, "Another View:Parashat BalaK in The Torah: A Women's Commentazyl.
Tamara Cohn Eskenazi and Andrea Weiss (New Yorkm@foof Refom Judaism URJ Press,
2008).

* Ibid., 954.

% |bid.

% See Chapter I1.1

37 Eskenazi, "Central CommentaBarashat Pincha$ 963. This difference is acknowledged, and
the reader is referred back to the earlier es§dgarly, differing voices are welcome within this
volume, which is a strength, not a weakness.
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due process, and the disproportionate amount ofidlaeaped upon women for

the people’s downfaf®

Eskenazi makes note of the varying traditions rmigar foreign women in the
canon, noting the instances of the times that jor@iomen have ensured Israelite
survival (the daughter of the Pharaoh, Zipporah Ratiab, amongst others), but
also the instances where Israelites are warneastghiem, particularly the verses
from Ex 34 we have already considered. Intereltjrgine notes that the danger is
most acute in times of transition; when boundasesjal, political and otherwise

— are not clearly establishéd.

She notes the etymology of Cozbi's name from thid ue, and that she comes
from a prominent family. That her name appearséwand Zimri's just once,
and that the affair is named after her, it is ctbat she is blamed as the ‘dominant
symbol of this sinful evenf® Eskenazi makes an interesting observation around
the use of the term ‘their sister. The same phrasesed of Miriam in the
following census. Juxtaposing them, Eskenazi €azbi, the foreign sister being
interpreted as the source of death, while Miridme, israelite sister, becomes the

mother of life.

Tikvah Frymer-Kensky, who passed away before tbigkbwvas published, looks
at Phinehas’ actions in a different way in her cese to EskanaZf. By
focussing on the word ‘jealousy’, she reads Phisels@tions as an act of
righteous indignation. Phinehas acts with violetaclold back violence, and his
action is effectivé? Nonetheless, she believes that plaeashahis pointing to a
new world, a world where violence against humaisitseplaced by the sacrificial
system, hence the covenant of pedc&he notes that in time, the rabbis became
uncomfortable with zealotry, modelled as it was Rinnehas’ actions, and so
came to frame this sort of individualistic, violeesponse as a thing of the past —

an action never to be repeaféd.

%8 Ibid.

% |bid., 964.

% |bid., 965.

“1 Frymer-Kensky, "Another ViewParashat Pinchag

*2 |bid., 982.

43 She is adamant that>w here is peace, not ‘friendship’.
4 Frymer-Kensky, "Another ViewParashat Pincha$ 982.



B. A Violent Turn

The Bible, of all books, is the most dangerous d¢ime one that has been endowed
with the power to kilf®

Literalism is therefore no homage to the Bible dobietrayal of the text itself. The
first and greatest illusion of literalism is thais being faithful to the texf

These two quotes serve as an introduction to thed fiortion of this history of
interpretation. This portion takes seriously tla¢ion that interpretation does not
only take place in books and journals, nor onlychlurches or synagogues.
Scriptures are not the possession of only the asgpdthe church, the synagogue
or the mosque. Nor are scriptures only read byl-mi&nnered folk, trying to
make the world a better place by the practice eirtreligion. Indeed, as Mieke
Bal reminds us, the bible, or we might more broas#y, scripture, has been
appropriated for all manner of violent activity. ok than ten years have passed
since the tragic events unfolded on the day nowwnas 9/11, the day in which
religious violence, or scripturally motivated vioke sprung into the world’s
consciousness. But the Islamic terrorists thabteil those planes into New
York’s twin towers did not invent religious violemc Certainly, violence is
certainly older than religion. But at the deepéstels of the religious

imagination, a strain of violence is to be fodfAd.

The scriptures are punctuated by violence. ThdeBibirst family has a brother
who killed a brother. A few chapters later, Godtdeys the earth he created;
animals and plants consumed by teeming waves arwakealous older brothers
leave their younger, more favoured brother for de@ide Angel of the Lord flies
across Egypt, murdering the first-born of every ifgmot marked by a violent
sign; the blood of an innocent animal smeared aceaodoor protecting a family
from infanticide. An army of unsuspecting, ‘ordefsllowing’ soldiers are
drowned as they follow their King’'s orders. Whalgtions are wiped out as Israel

follow a chilling divine mandate: Show them no mercThese examples are

45 Mieke Bal,Anti-Covenant : Counter-Reading Women's LivesénHbbrew BibleBible and
Literature Series (Decatur: Almond Press, 1989), 14

“6 Stephen A. Geller, "The Prophetic Roots of Religi%iolence in Western Religion," in
Religion and Violence: The Biblical Heritaged. David A. Bernat and Jonathan KlawdRecent
Research in Biblical StudigSheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2007), 55.

4" Mark JuergensmeyeFerror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Rigligs Violence
(Berkeley: University of California Press®®&dn, 2003), p 6, cited in David A. Bernat and
Jonathan Klawans, ed&eligion and Violence: The Biblical Heritageecent Research in
Biblical Studies (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2001.
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purely representative and are drawn from a smatl gfethe scriptures. It seems
that virtually no part of the scriptures are too famoved from violence: the
prophetic corpus is replete fantasies of violenbe;psalms both describe God's
mighty acts of violence and pleads for them agdesus often has words of
violence on his tongue, as do the epistle, and Rgwr ends the bible with a

fantasy of violent fulfilment. Violence is to beund at virtually every other turn.

Speaking of the Old Testament narrative, it is Wideeld now that the events
described are not historically reliable accountsit bather, as ideological
constructions from a much later tirffe.As Collins suggests, the modern view of
Israel and her relationships with her surroundiegginbours is more compatible
with modern sensibilities than was once imagiffedNonetheless, a moral issue
remains. Perhaps these violent acts are purebadgn- almost certainly that is
the case. Perhaps the divine commands to genodigeexist in the realm of
ideological imagination — we would hope so. Buttdoes not change the fact
that these violent fantasies and dangerous idez@bghaginings are now part of
the scriptural account. As James Barr so briljaetims up the situation: ‘the
problem is not whether the narratives are factictioh, the problem is that,

whether fact or fiction, the ritual destructiorcemmended™

It is this word,commendedwhich concerns us, because in Num 25, Phinehas is
commended for his act of violence. It seems Daisesncomfortable with the
idea that the commendation is of divine origin,cplg the commendation in the
mouth of a more likely source, Phinehas’ own faffieit is easy to understand
his reticence! But the text of Numbers is clearodéls’ oracle gives divine
legitimation to Phinehas’ act of violence. It isnast certainly this legitimation

that has led to Phinehas becoming a role modedtfar acts of zealotry.

The two quotes from the opening of this sectionhlggnt an important fact.
Scriptures are not only read: they are performedctd, they shape behaviour.
As Geller says elsewhere in his paper, ‘...the warldnguage of the bible, even

if it is metaphorical, creates the danger of amgish minds ignorant of the true

“8 John J. Collins, "The Zeal of Phinehas: The Bibid the Legitimation of ViolenceJournal of
Biblical Literature 122, no. 1 (2003), 10.

9 Ibid.

%0 James BarmBiblical Faith and Natural TheologyOxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 209.
°1 See the previous which deals with Davies’ work.
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poetic and literary nature of the motifs actual &ore of intolerance and deeds of
violence.’®  Geller is speaking of prophetic imagery of viale, but his

observation is equally true of narrative portionstsas Num 25.

Phinehas’ name appears in 1 Maccabees, cited asotiree of inspiration for
Mattathias, a leading figure in the first centueyolt against the tyrannical rule of
Antiochus Epiphanes.

When he had finished speaking these words, a Jae tarward
in sight of all to offer sacrifice on the altar Modein, according
to the King’s command. When Mattathias saw itbhened with
zeal and his heart was stirred. He gave ventgiatebus anger;
he ran and killed him on the altar. At the sammethe killed the
king's officer who was forcing them to sacrificendahe tore
down the altar. Thus, he burned with zeal forléve just as did
Phinehas, son of Salu. Then Mattathias cried ouhé town
with a loud voice, saying: “Let every one who isloeis for the
law and supports the law come out with me!” (1 Ma23-27)

The similarities with the text of Num 25 are stnigi A Jewish person engages in
cultic practices involving other gods. Secondlge tuse of the word ‘zeal’
reminds us of the divine commendation of Phinehialeed, zeal is even more
prominent in this text than in Numbers. Thirdlfzetexecution has a cultic
influence, noting the fact that the Jew was killed the altar’. This resonates
with the description of Phinehas’ actions as ‘mgkeonement’. However,
Collins points out that it is not congruous to makeirect comparison. After all,
Phinehas acted instinctively and was the aggreddattathias was a victim of
extraordinary persecution and so could be considdce be acting in self
defence® The point is not to argue the legitimacy of usifigect violence as a
form of self defence, but rather to note that tkeal’ of Phinehas, which

manifested itself as violence, was the inspirat@rsubsequent acts of violence.

%2 Geller, "The Prophetic Roots of Religious ViolericaVestern Religion," 48.
%3 Collins, "The Zeal of Phinehas: The Bible andltkgitimation of Violence," 12.
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The Phinehas Priesthood
More recently, Phinehas’ name has reappeared,diakgin to acts of zeal: ‘As
the Kamikaze is to the Japanese; As the Shiite islam; As the Zionist is to the
Jew; So the Phinehas Priest is to Christenddm.’

The Phinehas Priesthood is a vigilante group iespby the actions of Phinehas.
According to Beal, it is a privileged title in thehite Christian supremacist
movement? the militant ‘priests’ carrying out acts of violee against people
who they deem to be acting against god’s law. Almoevitably, this results in
atrocities against non-whites, non-straight, proich individuals or groups.
‘Phinehas Priest’ is more than a title; it is aliodd-theological justification for
militant violence against social behaviours that #rought to be transgressions
from biblical law®® However, trying to describe the nature of anyaaigation, or
membership, is impossible due to the discrepar@éseen the writing of the two
most prominent (and evidently, self-appointed) gsoken, Richard Hoskins and
Robert Balaicius.

Hoskins’ book, Vigilantes of Christendomecounts European history from the
view point of the Christian Identity movement, wiigrows out of a belief that
the Nordic or Aryan race are the genuine descesdanthe lost tribes of Israel,
and so are the rightful inheritors of the covenaitih Abrahan®’ Reading history
through the lens of Lev 25, Hoskins identifies éhgroups who have vied for the
land that rightfully belongs to the Aryan peopleganised religion (specifying
specifically, the Catholic Church); the King (rideor government); and usury
bankers (international finance). Across the sphahistory, these groups have

disinherited God’s people of their laftl.However, all this was possible because

** Richard K. HoskinsYigilantes of Christendom: The History of the Plaisé@riesthood
(Lynchburg: The Virginia Publishing Company, 1994),

%5 Timothy K. Beal, "The White Supremacist Bible ahd Phineas Priesthood," 8anctified
Agression: Legacies of Biblical and Post Biblicalddbularies of Violengeed. Jonneke
Bekkenkamp and Yvonne Sherwodible in the Twenty-First Centuj.ondon: T and T Clark,
2003), 121.

*% |bid., 122.

" Danny W. DavisThe Phinehas Priesthood: Violent Vanguard of theistian Identity
Movemented. James J. F. Forest, PSI Guides to Terrohissrgents, and Armed Groups (Santa
Barbara: Praeger, 2010), 60.

*% Ibid., 61.
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of the people’s failure to uphold the law. Punigmt) using Lev 26, could

include attacks from foreign army, and also diseasiness>®

Balaicius, commenting on the events of Num 25 suris@s the position:

The Judges (governors, police) were apparentlydoatg their
job, so God moved in the heart of Phinehas (a friesincite
him to act in a way in which he was not “licenséd’act: it was
not within Phinehas’ official capacity to take dmet Israelite’s
life; yet God had given him special permission (ije no one
else was aware of it) — and thereafter gave hingigpauthority
and immunity®®

To this point, Hoskins and Balaicius agree. Howgewdat differentiates them is
who can be identified as a Phinehas priest. Faklig, it is one’s actions that
determine if one is a priest or fdt. One’s membership is not conferred, but
rather, earned by committing ‘Phinehas acts’, desdras any act of violence
against non-white¥ For Balaicius, the biological link (indicating literal
reading of the ‘everlasting covenant’) to Phinehsisimportant. However,
Balaicius is aware that establishing such a linknipossible because of the
burning of the Temple records in 70CE and the digsation of the people of
Israel and Judah between their defeats in tharél &' centuries BCE. Instead,
the true Phinehas priest understands themselvasgiha different means:

A true Phinehas will know in his heart/spirit (confed by the
Holy Spirit) whether he is a Phinehas or not. Timay sound
like a weak answer; but there is more: a true Rtasevill know
without a doubt that he is a Phinehas—and he willvathout
hesitation or fear: for he will be eaten up andtauled by the
zeal and righteousness of YaHWeH—but he will not ac
callously as a terrorist or in a random, uncongelfashion.
Finally, and most important to knowing who trueriéas is: a
true Phinehas will not be harmed by anyone—inclgdamny
“government’—for his actions which are sanctiongd3nd®?

Balaicius’ words echo Calvin’s warning, thougheess unfair to Calvin to make
this comparison too closely. Calvin’'s words havea#r of pastoral grace and

restraint about them. One suspects that Calvirldcsuarcely imagine the

%9 |bid.

80 Robert BalaiciusThe War Between the Children of Light and the PevaéDarkness
(Mountain City: Sacred Truth Ministries, 1997), lifilibid.

®1 Ibid., 62.

62 Anti-Defamation League, "The Order and Phineasd#bod,"
http:/Aww.adl.org/backgrounders/an_phineas.aspceased ™ June, 2012.

53 Balaicius, 1997, pp. 178-179, in Davi$ie Phinehas Priesthood: Violent Vanguard of the
Christian Identity Movemen62.
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possibility of such action. Balaicius’ words intgathese concerns, but have

whispers of hate behind them.

Despite these differences, there is much also wisiaddommon. Both Hoskins
and Balaicius rely on a reading of Num 25 that @sarace, not religion, at the
centre of the drama. Hoskins’ version of the teag elided the details in the text
that show concern for religious intermixifit;. By moving immediately to the Ps
106 version of the story, and noting the expresS&iowas reckoned to him as
righteousness’, Hoskins reads the text as ordaisirglp acts of racial violence,
presenting Phinehas as a model to follow. As Bmhts out, the reading is
anachronistic, importing modern ideas of ‘race’ingag Israel as ‘white’ and
Midian as ‘black’®®

This is not to suggest that religion is not an éséor the Phinehas priests. For
Hoskins, racial identity is religious identity. Blyacing his lineage through
Northern Europe to the northern Israelite tribesntemporary white people
become the heirs of Adam, created by God. Theratmees find their genesis
with some other go®f Amongst the Christian identity movement, Jews are
thought to descend from Satan; non-whites are dersil ‘sub-human’ or ‘mud
people’®”  Mixing races is mixing gods, sullying the perfeot of God's

creation®®

Such a view means that maintaining God’s law isitevman’s burden®? and so
guarding the holiness of white man, created in ithage of his god, also
encumbers the Phinehas priesthood with other isstieese have included homo-
sexuality and abortiof?. Beal points out that these issues, in partictilarissue
of abortion, are not ‘add-on agenda items’ for sinthviduals, but form part of

the religious obligations of white peoglfe.

64 Beal, "The White Supremacist Bible and the Phirssthood," 125. Beal provides Hoskins’
version of the story.
% |bid., 126.
% Ibid.
67 Anti-Defamation League, "The Order and Phineass®ood".
22 Beal, "The White Supremacist Bible and the Phirréssthood," 127.
Ibid.
® For examples of such engagement see ibid. andt@isapand 5 of Davighe Phinehas
Priesthood: Violent Vanguard of the Christian IdgnMovement
"L Beal, "The White Supremacist Bible and the Phirmssthood," 128.
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The Phinehas Priesthood then gives warrant to uléeg of Bal and Geller which
head this exploration. The culture of white supeynwhich gives birth to the
Phinehas priesthood is a textual culture, usingbibé& as its primary sourc@.
The literal reading of scripture has inspired vilacts of bigotry, hidden under a
veil (self-)righteousness. With Geller, we affithrat such reading practices are a
betrayal of the text. Nonetheless, it is impossiiol escape the reality that such
interpretive acts continue. The Norwegian tertprsnders Behring Breivik,
while not claiming to be a Phinehas, described blfnas a Christiafi and
certainly regarded his actions to be inspired Ightaous zeal. After his brutal
attacks in Norway, his facebook page and contmmsti to Christian
Fundamentalist websites revealed his beliefs asl&ural christian’, by which he
understands Christendom as a vehicle for the prasen of European self-
identity. In his view, Christian Europe must oppdke ongoing ‘Islamisation’
and multi-culturalism, revealing himself as botmephobic and paranofd. He

is not alone.

Beal’s call to focus on cultural histories of thélB,” rather than more traditional
aspects of biblical studies which focus on thednjsbf the text instead of the use
of the text across history, is a timely one. Saamove may well set the future
direction of the discipline, and enable biblical,neore broadly, scriptural studies,
to contribute more widely to public debate arouigghificant social issues.

This history establishes the groundwork for thedtipart of the thesis. It is clear
that the history of interpretation of Numbers 25 baen marked by a diversity of

approach and by a creativity which is almost deredrfdom the text itself. The

2 |bid., 130.

3 Breivik's 1500 page manifesto, published onlinéobethe attack included the following
paragraph: “If you have a personal relationshijnwisus Christ and God then you are a religious
Christian. Myself and many more like me do notessarily have a personal relationship with
Jesus Christ and God. We do however believe ins@amity as a cultural, social, identity and
moral platform. This makes us Christian.” CitedNiicola Menzie, "Just How Christian is Anders
Behring Breivik?,"
http://www.christiantoday.com/article/just.how.ddtian.is.anders.behring.breivik/28334.htm.
Accessed 7th July, 2012.

4 Matthew Schmalz, "Anders Behring Breivik: Christi@ierrorist? Right-wing Extremist?
Madman?," http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/aithfpost/christian-terrorist-madman-how-
do-we-understand-anders-behring-breivik/2011/0g®3A7c6XY1_blog.html. Accessed 7th
July, 2012.

5 Beal, "The White Supremacist Bible and the Phirmssthood," 131.
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history itself is a type of mosaic. At differenbipts in time and in different
places, the text has been viewed in a variety ofswaNo single view[ing]
dominates. Instead, our understanding of theisesiriched through the work of
each of the interpreters covered here, and the rotrgys who stand behind their

readings.
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Chapter 111.1
Narrative Analysis

Introduction

In 1981, literary critic Robert Alter publishethe Art of Biblical Narrativé
which was influential in biblical studies. The lowas a sign that there was a
monumental shift occurring, that the focus of lmhli studies was changing.
Alter's opening chapter gives expression to thisting the appearance of the
groundbreaking journabemeiaand the emerging work of Jan Fokkelman and
Shimon Bar-Efrat, amongst othérsDavid Jobling goes so far as to call the
emergent change a ‘paradigm shift’ from a histstigberspectivé, termed
diachronic, which had long dominated the field, do literary, synchronic
approach. Peter Miscall claims that Alter’'s boo&rks the beginning of a new
stage in the work on Hebrew narrativeAlter’s reading method moved away
from the arguments of source material and histbricagin towards an
appreciation of the aesthetic qualities of the,tartappreciation of the artistry of
the ‘final form’ of the text, rather than a concdon the textual production. This
is not to say that Alter rejected the compositaureabf the text. Rather, Alter
advocated looking beyond the occasionally disjwectiature of the text, arguing
that the presence of apparent discontinuity, otesiing accounts and the other
‘textual problems’ were a sign of the redactor’'dl gnd a willingness to present

the same material from a variety of perspectives.

Alter’s attention to the final form of the text wa®t a new move in biblical
studies. Before the rise of historical criticisrmdathe proposal of the
documentary hypothesis, final form readings wer @hly readings practiced!
But the strength of the historical critical entéspr through its component fields
of source criticism, redaction criticism, form a@ism and so on had dominated
the field for over a century. However, change taginning to take place. James
Muilenburg, a leading form-critic and a respectdédee in the biblical studies

community had called upon the academy to move ttention away from the

1 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative

2 |bid., 16.

% Jobling has served as General EditoBemeia

* See Chapter 1.2

5 peter Miscall, "Introduction to the Narrative Lri¢ure," inThe New Interpreter's Bibled.
Leander Keck (Nashville: Abingdon, 1998), 540.



atomistic nature of its endeavours towards readthg$ held the final text as
definitive® Alter's work heeds that call. Alter, firstly @drary critic, produced a
work which would not revolutionize the field, budtas a signal that a change was

taking place.

Since Alter's work appeared, the analytical metlobdeading biblical narrative
has expanded considerably. Several works appéardd fashion of his work;
that is, outlining a method of narrative analysMost notable amongst these are
the works of Shimeon Bar-Effaand more recently, Yairah Anfit.Other works
appeared which drew on this method though for difte purposes; namely, to
reveal the ideological nature of the téxpmething which did not attract Alter.
Indeed, Alter dismissed such a strategy. NonesBelearrative analysis of the
Old Testament narrative is now employed acrossgelgection of the field, a

result in which Alter's work played no small patt.

In regards to the method used in the following wsia) | choose to isolate the
various components of the narrator’s cfaftThis is in line with the approach
taken by the figures surveyed. The narrator’s mol&ashioning the story is also
enormously significant, something which has bederiaup by contemporary
interpreters. The role and function of the namatoalso a component which is
necessarily explored. As would be expected, sofrtekeocomponents demand a
greater share of space. This is by no means aestigg that they are more
important or hold greater weight in general, buttm this particular narrative
they bear a greater share of attention. Of coudliseecting a text in this fashion is

somewhat artificial: the narrative is always grealan the sum of its constituent

¢ James Muilenburg, "Form Critism and Beyon#htirnal of Biblical Literature88, no. 1 (1969).
This paper’s first incarnation was as a SocietyBilnlical Literature Presidential address.

" Bar-Efrat,Narrative Art in the Bible

8 Amit, Reading Biblical Narratives: Literary Criticism arttle Hebrew Bible

® Gunn and FewelNarrative in the Hebrew BibjeMeir SternbergThe Poetics of Biblical
Narrative : Ideological Literature and the DramaR&ading The Indiana Literary Biblical Series
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985)sHbuld be noted that these authors had quite a
famous disagreement on reading outcomes. SeealNolan Fewell and David M. Gunn,
"Tipping the Balance: Sternberg's Reader and tipeR&Dinah " inJournal of Biblical Literature
(Society of Biblical Literature, 1991).

Y These concepts of interpretation are used in fistrstudies, Marxist studies, postcolonial
studies, queer theory; these are practices mast tfbelled ‘postmodern’.

M1t is worth noting that poetics or narratology yioe these categories, but they are not in-depth
reading or interpretive acts in themselves. Rathely are tools to be used by the interpreter in
opening up the text. See Miscall, "Introductiorthie Narrative Literature," 541.
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parts. However, it is anticipated that an undeditag of those parts will lend a

greater understanding to their interaction in thmpleted form as the narrative.

Following Gunn and Fewell’s lead, this is not pwyral ‘poetics’ based reading,
but also explores the ideology which is promotedthsy narrative. In this we
recognize that the narrative form, particularly iass used within the Old
Testament is not just an aesthetic object, butnalwio of ideology** Ideology is
as much a part of the text as any of the other comapts which are essentially put
to its service. This examination takes place nfostoughly in the discussion of

spatiality, and plot, though is certainly not codil to these sections.

Beginning and Ending — Establishing Parameters
Beginning
While it is possible to read Numbers 25 as a sefitained unit, it is also true that
we cannot wrench it from its literary context withihe narrative of the
Pentateuch. The opening words ‘While Israel wagisg at Shittim’ suggest that
we have entered into a world, and as such, a dtasy already begun. The
Israelites have already arrived and are now stagirghittim, but we read nothing

of the journey to this point.

To find the immediate context of our story, we tbatk to the commencement of
chapter 22. Here we read, ‘The Israelites set @utl, camped in the plains of
Moab across the Jordan from Jericho.” (Num 22:1SMR The ensuing three
chapters tell the story of Balaam, the Mesopotandanner and Balak, the
Moabite King™® Israel disappears from view during these sceocespletely
ignorant to the intrigue concerning them, but rempp after this literary
digression in Num 25:1 in what seems to be a siropiginuation of the narrative.
That these two places, the ‘plains of Moab’ anditt8h’ are the same location
appears to be confirmed by the travelogue foundMum 33. The Israelites had
arrived there following military victories over thdmorite King Sihon (Num
21:32) and King Og of Bashan (Num 21:35). Campethe banks of the Jordan,

the Promised Land was fixed in their sights.

2 |ndeed, it is a conduit of several layers of ideg!
13 The particulars of this story need not concerherg, though they will be dealt with elsewhere.
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Not only does the opening verse alert us to thation of the events, it also
introduces some of the major inter-locking themésctv will dominate the story.

Sex, in particular sex with foreign women, playsimportant role in this chapter
and in verse 1 it is thrust upon us, ‘While Isra@k staying at Shittim, the people
defiled themselves by committing fornication wittetdaughters of Moab.” The
second theme is hidden in the first; the imperativeeparation from foreigners,
especially their women. The danger, failure andsegquence are confirmed in
verses 2 and 3; ‘They invited the people to theiees of their gods, and the
people ate and bowed to their gods. So the somsraél were bound to Baal of

Peor and the anger of Yhwh burnt within Israel.’

Immediately we become aware that the narrativetfaasitioned to a new place,
completely detached from the chapters that comere&f The transition acts as
exposition, a beginning of something new, and ireghshort verses, the main

themes of the new story are introduced.

Ending

The final verse of our story is a directive givenMoses by Yhwh. While the
opening three verses have outlined the major thearegly, the danger of sexual
encounters with foreign women, the final verse gsithis episode to a close, and
yet also propels it forward to a new stage of thgoing narrative. Interestingly,
the ‘women of Moab’ (vs. 1) and the Midianites hawerged to be one and the
same at the end of this unit.Moses is castigated by Yhwh for being deceived by
the Midianites, and is instructed to ‘be hostilethe Midianites’ and ‘destroy
them’ in response to their trickery. This givestification to the war on Midian

which ensues in Num 31.

Immediately following the events of chapter 25, ttegrative is interrupted by a
census. This is the second census in the boolkuofliérs, and represents a key
moment in the overall narrative of the Tof8hThe census counts those Israelites
‘able to go to war’ (Num 26:2). This is the sanoenenand given in Num 1:3, but

recognizes that Israel is now represented by a gmveration (hence the title of

4 Amit, Reading Biblical Narratives: Literary Criticism artle Hebrew Biblg35.

15 The closeness of the Moabites and Midianitesféature of Numbers 22 also. See ‘Historical
Chapter: The Moabite/Midianite Problem’ in Chaptér

18 Olson,The Death of the Old and the Birth of the New : Fremework of the Book of Numbers
and the Pentateuch

13t



Olson’'s commentary) who now take vengeance upon iadidand will
subsequently, under Joshua’s leadership, lay s@gee land of Canaan, which
was promised to Abraham (Genesis 12). So the gndinour story also

represents a new beginning, a new phase in thédimjodrama.

Spatiality
The manipulation of space within biblical narratva@s become an area of interest
in recent times. Victor Matthews recently wroteaaticle in which he discussed
differing dynamics of space and used them as adduiunderstand Bethel in the
Genesis narrativE. Matthews suggests that it is the reiterative afsBethet® as
a ‘space’ that develops its significance as a sbsite for Israel. The concepts
that he proposes in that article are very fruitfiutonversation with Numbers 25.

Matthews identifies three categories of spac&sphce is a concrete location that
can be mapped; it is a physical reality. This ésaroom for breadth; for example,
a space as large as Australia could be considérepate. Conversely, it can also
be quite specific; for example, Jesse’s bedroofif. sgace is ‘imagined space’;
that is, ideas abouf'lspaces. It is in this sphere that places taksignmificance,
where space becomes sacred, politicized, culturalgtive, historically specific;
in short, where space becomes a constfucg® space relates to both of these
concepts. '8 space is ‘lived space’; that is, it is the fulhge of human activity
that takes place within any'space, which serves to make it as broad or specifi
as its 1’ space designation. Of course, it is in so st these very activities,
these events which construct tH¥ @pace significance of a space, so taa2d

3 spaces are very closely related.

These designations are not of Matthews’ own degisiRather, they are a part of
the nomenclature of modern geographyNonetheless, the model as outlined by
Matthews has great potential for application witthie study of biblical narrative.

As a way of approaching Num 25, we will examine tlee of each *1space

" Matthews, "Back to Bethel: Geographical ReiterafioBiblical Narrative."

18 \Bethel translates as ‘The House of God’, or [@arh less formally, ‘God’s house’.

19 Matthews More than Meets the Ear : Discovering the Hiddemt@ats of Old Testament
Conversations131ff. In regards to Bethel, we ask if it is gpace itself which is sacred, in and of
itself, or is it the historically reckoned experies of the Patriarchs, which occurred in that space
20 5ee, Henri Lefebvrghe Production of Spac€Oxford: Blackwell, 1991). Also, Soja,
Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other RedHmagined Places
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separately. Given that narrative is a combinatbrelements, we should note

some overlap or connection between and amongst them

Shittim

Verse 1 places the Israelites in Shittim. It isilaple noun which means ‘acacia
trees’. Num 22:1 records that the Israelites redped ‘in the plains of Moab’.
Given that chapter 25 is a continuation of thatratare and that no other
movement is noted we are left to assume that shisei same place, which appears
to be confirmed in Num 33:49, the conclusion of wiklerness travelogue which
places the final camp ‘...as far as Abel-Shittimhe plains of Moab’. This is the

1%' space setting of the story.

Shittim has no real second space significance,gimouis surrounded by places
that do. The Jordan river holds enormous signifieaas does Jericho, across the
Jordan’s banks. Shittim though, is a generic ngmaghaps a name chosen for this

very reason, as if to say, this could be any place.

In regards to " space, Shittim is also hard to quantify. We knthat the
Israelites are camped there; indeed, there is sesearthe verkww» that they have
settled there, perhaps for quite some tineHowever, besides their camping
there, we have no knowledge of what the Israelitee ‘doing’ at Shittim, which
is the substance of%3space. Again, the choice of Shittim seems dedileera

non-descript space name.

The Tent of Meeting

The tent of meeting was a tent pitched within #radélite camp site. Its location
within the camp is contested within the biblicatagnt. Even within the book of
Numbers there is disagreement. Num 11: 26 suggeatsit stood outside the

camp while Num 2: 2 places it as the central pointhe camp, around which

2! Levine,Numbers 21-36 : A New Translation with Introductaond Commentar282.



everything else has its orientatith.n regards to Sispace, this placement within

the camp is not so crucial. The tent itself is Hspace?

Other designations of space create an argumenhdopositioning of the tent of

meeting. Given that the tent is the cultic ceofréhe Israelite people and that the
cult plays a central role in the communal life thés reason to think of the tent
taking a central place within the camp. The diffiy for the Israelites as they

wander through the wilderness is that they areowitltheir own space. They find

themselves in a space where there is no holy sgaspace where there is no
differentiation, an expanse of insignificant spadée tent of meeting becomes a
portable holy place, a means of creating signiftearof orienting the community.

The holy place becomes tlais mundi the centre around which the world
revolves®* even for the brief time of settlement in one plackhis theology is

born from the later view that

...the land of Israel is found at the centre of therld:...
Jerusalem is at the centre of the land of Isr&el, Tiemple is at
the centre of Jerusalem, the Holy of Holies ishatdentre of the
Temple, the Ark is at the centre of the Holy of ids| and the
foundation stone is in front of the Ark, which spist the
foundation of the world®

If the holy place is thexis mundi then it is reasonable to posit the tent in the
centre of the camp, giving a physical expressioitstoultural import. Of course,

in describing the place as holy we have moved i2fth space language.
Perceiving place as important moves us here. latighis point that the
relationship between"2and & space becomes obvious. It is the third space
activity that marks the space as sacred. Theigaht place where Moses meets
with Yhwh, the place where sacrifices are made iandur chapter, the place
where the nation gathers in mourning. The sigaifae of this ‘living’ is what

marks the tent and its precinct as sacred.

22 These differences are traditionally justified hg source hypothesis. The E material,
considered older, places the tent outside, thetdriabplaces it centrally. The choice for J is
ideologically driven, as will be apparent in thegeeding discussion.

2 Of course, the surrounds of the tent are alsdfgignt given the cultic nature of the tent; they
are a part of the®Ispace. But again, the location of the sacralipctds not the issue. That it is
the space of the sacral precinct is what defiffespace.

24 David Clines, "Sacred Space, Holy Spaces and fechin On the Way to the Postmodern
Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Suppi¢@erieqSheffield: Sheffield Academic,
1998), 543.

% Midrash Tanluma, Kedoshim 1 ibid., 547.
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All of this is instructive when we consider the pteewhich take place within our
chapter. The lIsraelite man and Midianite woman e€amwhat appears to be a
family tent within view of the tent of meeting wigeithe congregation are
gathered, which is to say, not too far from thd tfrmeeting. Phinehas, a Priest
and guard of the precinct immediately responds, rgimg out of the
congregation, spear in hand which he promptly tisesxecute the couple. This
too, happens in sight of the tent of meeting. Wiaat the couple was doing was
sacrilegious is implied by the Priest’'s respond®atTit was done within view of
the holy tent, a place so imbued witH 8pacegravitasseems to have made their

actions all the more reprehensible.

The language around Phinehas’ actions is alsoirgyriki light of their location.
Verse 13 records Yhwh as saying that Phinehas madié atonement’ for the
people of Israel. Atonement is one of the primaggponsibilities of the
Priesthood; the act by which right relations arlel lbetween Yhwh, the holy god,
and lIsrael, the hopelessly unholy people. Lewitidu7 outlines the sacrifices
necessary for the expiation of sin and guilt. Eafcthem requires the death of an
animal and the sprinkling of its blood. In Num&® murder of Zimri and Cozbi
is painted as such a sacrifice, their human blaaddothe blood of the sacrifice to
make atonement between Israel and Yhwh. Theiifgacror perhaps, Israel’s
sacrifice, takes place within view of the tent oéeting, a space pregnant with

cultic significance.

While the location of this ‘sacrifice’ gives Phiredi actions cultic significance it
creates a problem for what we might consider aatd@tbehaviour within a
sacred site. Phinehas’ actions are for all intams purposes, murder, and an
extremely violent and malicious murder at thatreButhat must be a violation of
sacred space, an act of defilement (Lev 21:11)iwithe sacred grounds? And
yet Phinehas is not sanctioned, but rewarded withewerlasting covenant on
account of his ‘zeal’. And the location of the anncement is in the shadows of

the tent of meeting; the holiest of places in #raélite world.

The 2 space dynamic of the tent of meeting adds weighallt of the events

which take place there; the (perceived) transgoessi Zimri and Cozbi, the
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violent atonement made by Phinehas and the annmenteof the everlasting

covenant.

Zimri's Tent

Verse 6 tells us that an un-named Israelite mamgbra Midianite woman to his
tent to meet his family. The family tent i§ g§pace. A number of positions are
held as to what is taking place. Some schBiaee the woman as a cultic figure;
a diviner related to the local cult, engaged byrttan to attempt to bring an end to
the plague afflicting Israel at this time. If rotdiviner, she has sometimes been
painted as a cultic prostitute attached to thellogl. An alternate view is that
the woman is being introduced to her husband’'slfamNo matter which view
we take, having been brought into a family tenthwiite apparent intention of
some form of introduction, this appears to be agte meeting. The™space

domain allows us a wide range of possibilities.

What is most pressing in this location is agaffl,space. In our minds we have
some ideas, no matter how idealized, about thdfgignce of the family home.
These ideas may be even more powerful given thamirmpnature of the Israelite
people. This is the place where the family belomgsere it is together, where its
bonds are strengthened, where joys and pains amedslamongst one’s loved
ones. If we take the view that this is a marriagkebration then we may have
some perception that this is to be a place of gmaand celebration. If it is a
marriage ritual, as it may appé%ra consummation of the new relationship, then
it is a private place, closed to outsiders. Yeaimoment that sense of joy and
celebration is shattered by the invasion of Phisglend a place of joy is

transformed into a mourning parlour.

Even if we take the view that this is a cultic elyehe significance of the family
home is not lessened. Phinehas’ actions stillesgt a violation of other
people’s space; indeed, his actions cut acrosthi@e notions of space that we
have considered. Phinehas enters another persdrepace, shattering thé2

space sense of that place, disturbing whateYespace events were taking place.

% Cross,Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic; Essays in the Hysts the Religion of Israel
Levine,Numbers 21-36 : A New Translation with Introducteoxd CommentanReif, "What
Enraged Phinehas : A Study of Numbers 25:8."

" That Phinehas can pierce both of them with a sisgkar suggests they were locked in a sexual
embrace.
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Peor

Our story commences in a non-descript place, hittiSoon another name is
mentioned, Peor, a place related to Shittim. Thenen of Moab are worshippers
of Baal of Peor, the local manifestation of the IRty at Peor. We read of Peor
in Num 23:28. It is a place where the Moabite KBagjak takes Mesopotamian
diviner (and Yahwist) Balaam to see the horde @fdbtes who have encircled his
land. Balaam has Balak build seven altars and stierifices upon them, a ram
and a bull. Unfortunately for Balak, Yhwh seemsnaned by the offering and
his sacrifices are for nought. Balaam proceedblé¢ss, instead of cursing as
requested, the Israelites. It appears from Nunth2B8 Peor is a mountain. It
records that the two ‘go up’ to Pébto look out. This mountain is thé' $pace

of Peor.

If this is a cultic site, then Peor has significaif space meaning for the
Moabites. This is their sacred site, their equaabf the Israelite tent of meeting.
For the Israelites, Peor will also come to havenifitant meaning, though its
connotations will all be negative. Matthews suggetitat Bethel becomes
significant because it continually reappears inliidical narrative; the scene of
multiple crucial events that shaped the lives o fhatriarchs. Peor too is
repeatedly mentioned though the event mentioned is singular; the gegample

of Israelite apostasy and failure. The eventshid thapter are etched into
Israelite memory, a nadir in their history, and iPemd Israel's behaviour '3

space) there {ispace) marks it for all time.

Having examined the various spaces and consideangthey function within the
narrative, we can see what a powerful tool it carfdy the narrator. By placing
the major events of the narrative within view ok tkent of meeting, their
significance is heightened. Zimri and Cozbi’'s aats ‘within view’ of the tent,
indicating that this is somehow of significancehirfehas’ actions are at once
more shocking because of the location but themptase from Yhwh makes them
all the more heroic. The location of the praggainst the backdrop of the holiest
of spaces serves to legitimize his elevation toecawit partner and ensures the

primacy of the priesthood within Israel.

2 gee 1 Kings 18, where Elijah confronts 450 proploéBaal on Mount Carmel.
#*Hos 9, Ps. 106, 1 Cor 10
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Manipulation of Time
At the commencement of his discussion of the ugin in his work on biblical
narrative, Shimon Bar-Efrat says this: ‘A narratsannot exist without time, to
which it has a twofold relationship: it unfolds i time, and time passes within
it.”3® The manipulation of time by the narrator, theespbat which things take
place within the ‘real time’ reading experienceygla large role in the way we

understand the story as it is told to us.

Our story commences with ‘While...” There has alsebden a beginning; we are
thrown into the story world without warning or pegption. But we are looking
back in time; these events (Israel’s relations wite women of Moab) have
already taken place in the story world, so we ara idynamic place, a place

between events, a place of looking back and aaticig what is to come.

As a result of what has happened, Yhwh speaks teesjoand immediately it
seems, Moses passes his instructions on to Istaaliers. We have no clue as to
how much time has elapsed between the events htfBir and the conversation
between Yhwh and Moses. It appears we are stikitmy back, still in a place of
uncertainty. As readers, we might expect to neatirsomething of the outcome
of those instructions. Instead, we are joltedttersion at the commencement of
vs. 6 with the wordham, which brings us into present time. This hasitiaugally
been translated ‘Behold{Aav) and is intended to make the narrative vivid, to
enable the reader to enter into the surprise oh#eator’ Immediately a chain
of events take place in quick succession; the nrahvaoman appear (vs. 6),
Phinehas rises and grabs his spear (vs. 7), hesehte tent and kills them both
(vs. 8), the plague which has killed twenty-foundband people stops (vs. 9). All
of this happens in four quick, shocking versese plague is puzzling. There has
been no previous mention of it. We are left to demabout this. Is the source of
the plague divine punishment for the events ofdpening three verses? |If so,
how long has this plague been afflicting this pe@pl These questions are let

unanswered.

30 Bar-Efrat,Narrative Art in the Bible141.
31 «a37' in BDB, 243.
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With no mention of the effect of these scenes enpople, no time to dwell on

the aftermath of this extreme brutality, Yhwh agsreaks to Moses (vs. 10). The
time taken to speak has the impression of slowhinggs down; there has been no
time for talking through the frenzy of the previoteyses. These words of Yhwh
relate to time, as Moses is to announce that Phsiedttions are to be rewarded
with an everlasting Priesthood (vs. 13). Thatwbkat Phinehas did in moments

takes on significance for all time.

The narrator then digresses to name the unfortwmatple, Zimri and Cozbi (vs.
14). After this (‘Then...”) Yhwh speaks again to Mgs issuing a demand for

retaliation against the people of Midian (vss. -1

This analysis of the manipulation of time reveatsnsthing of the art of the
narrator. We are left unsure of the total timealihhas elapsed from the start of
the story to its finish. There appears to be amblogical integrity to the story.
Apart from the analeptic naming of Zimri and Cozidipng with the revelation of
their social status, the story moves in sequent¢ewever, the way time is used
does serve a purpose. After the opening verseghioh we are looking back,
unsure of how fast time is moving, the rapid natofeverses 6 to 9 with the
immediacy of their events shocks us after the dsam Then immediately the
narrative slows again as we take stock of what hagpened, and as the
significance of Phinehas’ action is declared. tBg time the story concludes
however, it is clear that the passage of time bagecto an end and yet anticipates

something new, something else, something ‘other’.

The Narrator
The Hebrew bible commences with an account of ineathich is followed by
an essentially unbroken narrative thread which tarthe end of 2 Kings and the
final destruction of Jerusalem by the Babyloniarranders. The material which
comprises that narrative is diverse and comes frmhands of many writers and
yet the text posits a single narrator with firshticknowledge across that entire
historical spari> The only exceptions to this are the points witiie Pentateuch
where Moses narrates the events in the first pepsamarily in Deuteronomy. It

is from the narrator’s ‘voice’ that we hear thierst it is the narrator’s perspective

32 Gunn and FewelNarrative in the Hebrew Bib]é5.
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which shapes and reveals the scene t& tise narrator's knowledge which is
drawn upon in the telling of the story. The naoras the sole means by which we
understand the reality which exists within the aave. As Gunn and Fewell

state, the narrator ‘control[s] the presentationicwhis enacted by the

characters® It is the extent of this knowledge which sepasahe narrator from

the historical author and which demands examinaitiothe study of narrative

literature.

Yairah Amit suggests that the relationship betwtbenreader and the narrator is a
contract which demands that the reader believed tieanarrator tells® This
view is another way of understanding the narratarsniscience’, the term used
by Alter® and adopted by Bar-Efrat and others. This omaism is seen in and
through the narrator’'s knowledge; the narrator weave through time and space,
they know the inner thoughts of characters, they sitently present during
moments of great intimacy and most tellingly, theyw what God knows and
what God thinks. In fact, this ‘divine’ knowleddpas the effect of making the
narrator even more powerful than God, of placing tharrator above Gd4,
because the God we meet in the story is the Gadquhby the narrator. The cost
of this ‘knowledge’ is that the narrator becomesefass, completely emptied of
individual identity as opposed to, for example, grephet who is the visible

instrument for the proclamation of God's wdfd.

The question raised by the narrator’'s knowledgthésissue of reliability. The
narrator tells the story. There is no dialogueveen the narrator and the reader,
no place to interject or to question with any haferesponse. Amit's words
regarding the ‘contract’ between narrator and readle seemingly re-enforced.
Some writers have claimed that the narrator isfquely reliable’®® which is
essentially a by-product of the narrator's omniscee Sternberg echoes Alter,

claiming that the narrator is ‘absolutely and sfigfiorwardly reliable?®

* Ibid., 53.

34 Bar-Efrat,Narrative Art in the Bible13ff.

35 Amit, Reading Biblical Narratives: Literary Criticism artle Hebrew Biblg94.

36 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative157.

7 Amit, Reading Biblical Narratives: Literary Criticism artle Hebrew Biblg94.

38 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative157.

39 pid., 184. This view sees the narrator as iitftl

40 SternbergThe Poetics of Biblical Narrative : Ideological eiature and the Drama of Reading
51.
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Certainly, the reader depends on the narrator stomg sense of reliability is
necessary. Nonetheless, this does not need to tineaeader accept blindly what
is told. Gunn and Fewell nuance this view by sstjigg that the narrator does
not deliberatelygive misleading information. They regard the ator as reliable,
in that the narrator will not make mistakes or dezeis knowingly, but this does
not mean that the narrator is beyond ettorSternberg’s position, his absolute
insistence upon the omniscience of the narratardegmatic attempt to take any
control away from the reader. As Bal points outséeking to isolate the ideology
of the text, Sternberg’s ultimately uncritical stenin relation to the narrator
through which he the reader is forcibly submissioethe narrator becomes in
itself an ideological ac® In this way, Sternberg can create the narratosalf*®

a narrator which becomes off limits to critique.hefefore there is a sense in
which the reader must always have their eyes opeutely observant of what is
going on before them, aware that things are perhags as necessarily

‘straightforward’ as they appear.

While the role of the narrator is crucial, theifatenship to the story or their
place in relation to the events described is carafid. Bar-Efrat claims that the
narrator is ‘inside’ the story, a structural elempean integral part of the work
created® This view has oppositions. Most often, the narratands outside the
events, describing them, showing them but nevéthiem. The effect is to place
the narrator ‘outside’ the story, their divine kredge placing them effectively
‘above’ the story. Miscall puts it best when hesd&es the narrator as a
‘disembodied presence’ outside or above the $foryhis is not totally divorced

from Bar-Efrat’s view if we think of his contentidmeing about the ‘text’, which

the narrator does inhabit, and the story, whichmdmeator possibly does not.

The narrator is revealed in the text in various svayses of ‘And Moses said’
and other similar constructions remind us we aliegéold a story rather than
watching for ourselves. Little is revealed abobe tnarrator in this way.

However, in editorial comment throughout the nawveatve begin to see how the

41 Gunn and FewelNarrative in the Hebrew Bib]é3.

“2 Bal and JoblingDn Storytelling : Essays in Narratology

3 He in fact becomes as omniscient the narratdnjsasiterpretation becomes equally non-
contestable.

44 Bar-Efrat,Narrative Art in the Bible13.

5 Miscall, "Introduction to the Narrative Literatyté&44.
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narrator influences the way we read the story.tdfidi comment is that part of
the text which relays no events within the stomy, gives opinion or comment to
what has happened. These comments provide apiietee lens for the reader to
understand what has happened. A common way ofgdiiis is seen in the
opening three verses of our text. The first twoses give an account of what is
happening. The third gives a comment, ‘...the anglelYhwh burnt against
Israel.*® This is a function of the narrator's omnisciend®y entering into the
private world of a character, by revealing whabikerwise ‘unknowablé’ the
narrator steps out from their shadow of invisigilénd allow themselves to be
seen. Readers, left to their own devices, mayhage understood the gravity of
Israel's actions. By linking the Sons of Israedistions to Yhwh’s emotional
response, the narrator ensures that the readerskti@aw it is a deplorable thing
which they have done. It is also in this way titwet perceptive reader can begin to
understand the ideology which lurks behind the.tdxt our text, verse 3 creates
the ideological framework which will undergird thensuing drama and the

subsequent comments from Yhwh which close the ehapt

Plot
Narrative Plot

The ‘plot’ of the narrative is the shaping of theeets which make up its story.
As Amit argues, ‘[t]he plot is a selection and arigation of events in a particular
order of time; it is a purposeful structure buitband the conflict between the
personae, or it may be the internal conflict of character® Various theories,
from the time of Aristotle onwards have been depetbaround the shaping of
plot, however, most of these borrow from Aristola&ion of ‘beginning, middle
and end?®

While this scheme is not relevant for all biblicarrative(s), Numbers 25 can be
manipulated into this structure. The exposition ‘@@eginning’) involves the

events of the first five verses, introducing a tkeesh sin and punishment. The sin

“6 Bar-Efrat notes that information regarding Godslings is rarely given, and so it is of great
importance when it is mentioned.

47 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative183. Alter points out that the narrator leadsousnow
characters as we ‘normally’ know people. That igracter is revealed through speech and
actions. In this way the narrator remains unolteuand invites us to make choices. This
invitation is snatched away by this more forcefuda of communication in which the narrator
‘thinks’ for us.

48 Amit, Reading Biblical Narratives: Literary Criticism artie Hebrew Bible46ff.

%9 0r to borrow musical terminology, exposition, dexenent and recapitulation!
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is not generic. It is indeed quite specific; ittie sin of sexual liaisons with
foreign women coupled with the resulting alien icutbservances which were
forbidden for the people of Israel. The punishmendeath, and a very violent
death at that.

The development (Aristotle’s ‘middle’) comes fronssv 6 to 9, with the
appearance of Zimri and Cozbi and the emergendthisfehas as a zealot. This
transition is marked by the termim, which for Berlin is a poetic marka?. This
term shifts the perspective of the narrative, iatliggy something new is taking
place which demands our attention. Our eyes aneediano longer looking back
but fixed on something that is happening ‘now’. efé is conflict between
Phinehas and Zimri. Zimri's actions are clearlyoalds with what Phinehas
deems to be acceptable. Given the reluctanceyobter character to intervene
and the lack of any negative evaluation of whatucsave are left to assume that

Phinehas has not overreacted.

The resolution (the ‘end’) comes with Yhwh’s wotdsMoses (vss. 11-13) which
congratulate Phinehas’ actions and reward him imimeertain terms. However,
vs. 17 adds what we may call a c3dagvealing something of the broader story.
Yhwh'’s instructions to go to battle with the Miditgs uncovers another conflict
at play beneath the surface of the story, whicthés Midianite attempt at self-
preservation through the cultic weakening of Israleleologically, this takes the
story back to Numbers 22 and King Bald@k'attempted engagement of Balaam
and reminds us that our story lies within the cent# a broader narrativg. In
this way the story both resolves (Phinehas is réedifor his deeds) and is left

unresolved, or in suspension, as we await the apruar.

Plot[tling Ideology
The word ‘plot’ can also suggest a plan, often widmnded or secretive to
achieve something sinist&t. This definition of plot can help in the analysisthe

development of ideology through the narrative.

50 Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical Narratiy62-63.

°1 Continuing to draw on musical terms.

®2 Though Balak is described as Moabite, we seesirofiening and closing verses of our chapter
the collapsing of Moab and Midian into an ideol@gianit. See Chapter 1.2.

3 These verses also anticipate the next phase ofatinative, war with Midian (Num 31).

** These negative traits though are not necessarthe tassumed.



Ideology is often thought of in purely negativenier As Gunn and Fewell note,
ideology is often thought to belong to extremistgl &undamentalists; moderates
are fortunately unburdened by such obsessidriEhis is to suggest that a popular
conception of ideology may well be that it is siars However, ideology is far
more pervasive than that. Ideology is a fundamemspect of socief§ and
belongs not just to extreme groups, but to eactvicthehl. Ideology is essentially
the philosophical framework and operating assumgtihat an individual uses to
create the reality in which they live. Therefdoeology is an element of the text

and so is rightly examined in an analysis of it.

As every individual has an ideology, or more actlya ideologies, so too then,
each text has an ideology. Some texts are more blatantly ideological than
others. Law codes for example would have a mamasparent ideology; we
would expect the operating philosophical framewtwrkieasonably obvious. In
narrative texts, the ideology, while still presemguld be less apparent, perhaps
even intentionally so. In this sense, it may besfude that in narrative texts,
ideology may ‘under-handed’ in that it may be sdugiderneath the surface of
the textual world® The question which must be raised is ‘Whose iigphbre we
reading?’” The narrator's? The writer's? The otdis’? The characters'?
Berlin suggests that in biblical narratives, theratr’s ideology is primary. It is
the narrator who creates the framework in whichstioey is told, and while other
ideologies may be present, they are ultimately aulinate to that of the
narrator’> Of course, the issue which presents itself & fioint is that the
narrator is an abstraction, a literary construdn this matter though, what is of
concern is the uncovering of the ideology withia text rather than the identity of

the narrator (or for that matter, the author).

In looking for ideology in a text, for that whicts i‘'under-handed’, we are
essentially looking for things which are unwritteioy unspoken attitudes, for

ambiguity, for things implicit which may point uswards something else. We do

%5 Gunn and FewelNarrative in the Hebrew Bib]e190.
56 [i
Ibid.
> As texts undergo processes of redaction they aomder the influence of successive ideologies.
This becomes a complex issue for the reader.
58 Under the hand of the writer as she writes, andeeas she reads.
%9 Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical Narrativé8.
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so knowing that we inevitably bring our own ideojop bear upon the teft,
which taints our ability to see clearly, and knogvihat our results will be at best,
imperfect. Ideology permeates the text and itduérfce has already been
apparent as we have discussed other componertis ahtlysis. Each character,
the narrative plot and the use of time is both fdnideologically and fulfils an

ideological function.

The first ideological bias which presents itselfasially based. It is an ideology
of separation. In the opening two verses we rdéatieosexual relations between
Israel and the Moabites which results in Yahwehtgeragainst Israel (vs. 3). The
appearance of ‘the Midianite woman'’ in vs. 6, acpamied by Phinehas’ violent
response in vs. 8 continues this theme. The Yieedes, in which the two peoples,
Moab and Midian, are merged into one unit and inctvlYhwh commands their

destruction confirms this ideology of separafibnThere however seems to be
more than just race in the equation here. The Meatomen invite the men to

engage in cultic acts, and when Cozbi appearsaitHsiest, that is, a cultic figure,
who responds. So while ethnic purity is of congetns clearly coupled with

cultic separation.

Also of note throughout the chapter is the vilifioa of women. The ‘daughters
of Moab’ and Cozbi are the only women who are hlisi throughout the story
and both are portrayed negatively. We must re&l abainst the hero of the
story, Phinehas, a male Priest. The Priesthodsrael was exclusively male and
its mandate was the maintenance of national pwitych has emerged as a major
theme of our story. It is no surprise then to oh&r that our hero stands out
against that element which so threatens Israedidarwomen. Phinehas’ actions,
which act as ‘atonement’ for the Israelites (vs), Ehd through which has him
granted an everlasting Priesthood marks anothaifisignt ideological agenda;
the pre-eminence of the Priesthood. This is nst fumale centred text, it is a
Priest-centred text. Phinehas’ actions are naifig by his male-ness, but by his
Priesthood, which is now ensured (or better, irguith a premium paid in

Midianite blood), for all time.

50 Gunn and FewelNarrative in the Hebrew Bib|el 93ff.
®1 The ideological temperature is raised: no longgasation, but destruction.
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While Phinehas emerges as the hero, the culprihefe is a singular culprit,
appears to be Cozbi. Zimri, her Israelite partisenot mentioned in Yhwh's
summation of events. Yet Cozbi is not bound bgdéte law, which is to say she
is guilty of nothing other than being in the wroplgce at the wrong time. Her
naming is a sign of the honour that belongs to &t in her slaying, but also the
shame that belongs to Zimri. It appears that tividred a foreign woman is a

shameful thing, but to kill one is an act of no §mwerit.

Characters
In The Art of Biblical NarrativeAlter outlines a scale of reliability which is used
to make sense of the way in which the narratoremssa charactéf. The scale
moves from appearances, gestures, costumes amg adich are reported by the
narrator about the character. These types ofnmtion lead us to infer certain
things about the character in question. YairahtAfollowing Adele Berlin) calls
this ‘indirect characterizatiof?. That is, there is no confirmation of our
inferences through other parties, whether by theat@ or by other characters
within the story. We have no grounds for our stisps regarding the
motivations of character’s actions or significam€eertain features or traits other

than what is observed.

Alter's next step on the scale brings in an elemanspeech; speech by the
character and speech about the character. Tlowsalls to ‘weigh the claims’,

resolving in our minds what is being said and hbwonfirms or denies what we
may have already decided. The next step is innemnofogue. This is less
ambiguous than direct speech and so more reliadleharacter may attempt to
deceive in conversation with another character,thatinner workings of their

mind should reveal their intentions clearly. Theaf step on the scale is a
statement by the narrator, who is the most reliablece in the telling of the story
in Alter's schema. Amit differs slightly here. fFber, ‘direct characterization’

covers not only the word of the narrator, but alse word of other characters
within the story?*

52 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative116ff.
53 Amit, Reading Biblical Narratives: Literary Criticism artle Hebrew Biblg74.
64 H

Ibid.
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This concentration on characters represents a majep away from
structuralism’s near dismissal of characters atfds’. In structuralist theory, an
‘actant’ was simply an element, a literary abstiacservice to the form of the
text. Narrative criticism recognizes the dynanaterthat characters play in the
text, and the way in which their actions shapestbey and the story world.

Moses

Moses is unigue amongst the human characters sfdilaima as he is the only
character to be involved in direct speech. Histf@appearance (vs. 4) consists of
him receiving an order from Yhwh. Strangely, Mosesms to subtly change this
order as he passes it onto the judges for fulfilr(@s. 5). Yhwh’'s command
seems to indicate that lead@rare to be put to death, while Moses commands the
Judges of Israel to put to death men under theargeh ignoring the violent
request for impalement before the sun. The narteie been careful to show the

distinction between the order from Yhwh and thecomgiven by Moses.

As perspective changes in verse 6, Moses, alony thé entire congregation of
Israel witnesses an Israelite man bringing his &hde companion into the camp.
Moses’ singling out amongst the crowd is deliberat¢hile Phinehas is decisive,
Moses, the supposed leader of this people, is\Easdi is a moment in which

Moses’ leadership of Israel is weakened, as thewite Priest acts independently
and puts the Israelite man and Midianite womaneati in a particularly savage

display of religious ‘zeal’ (v 8).

It is left to Moses to announce that Yhwh has bestb upon Phinehas an
everlasting covenant. Additionally, Moses is farde congratulate Phinehas for
his display of zeal amongst the people, which laagd the people of Israel from
annihilation at the hand of their own god. In thi see that Moses’ indecision
has been interpreted as failure against the ‘heagicof Phinehas which is both

rewarded and lauded.

The drama ends with another set of directions fiimwvh to Moses. Moses is
commanded to commit Israel to battle with the Mmiies on account of their

deceitfulness in the matter of Peor. This agaimée like a critique of Moses’

% oy swx1-95 (‘all the heads of the people’). This can retetite bodily head, but in this
construction, particularly in plural form, more comnly refers to a familial head.
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leadership. Moses, leader and representativeraélishas been fooled by the
Midianites. This completes a series of events lictv Moses leadership is seen
to be increasingly impotent; from failure to exerinstructions, to passivity in

the face of apparent threat, to the rise of a nesvpic, covenant partner and
finally, to the realization that he has been fodigdthe Midianites. Of course,

this apparent demise is not stated by the narraitsis bare statement of events
with little elaboration on issues relating to clweas, physical or otherwise, is a
feature of Hebrew narrative. The sparseness opthee allows the reader to
come to their own decisions, though they must asaasy aware that the basis for

these decisions may be tenuous.

Phinehas

That Phinehas is intended to emerge from this dexan Israelite hero is almost
immediately apparent. Only the great individuaigle Hebrew Bible were in

covenantal relationship with Yhwh: Noah, Abrahamd ahe Patriarchs, and
David. Each of these figures were ‘chosen’ formgipular purpose, though aside
from Noah, who is described as a righteous man @) none were chosen for
any particular reason. Phinehas then stands fipartthese great figures in that

Yhwh's choice of him is directly related to hisiacts.

If we consider Alter's schema, we see that ourrimfation regarding Phinehas
falls, in the most part, within the first segmemthis scheme, that which Amit
labels indirect. Phinehas does a lot of things,these are merely reported with
no judgement offered by the narrator or the otlmaracters. We are left to make

our own determinations about him.

Phinehas, upon seeing the Israelite man with hididvite woman, dramatically
rises out of the congregation (vs. 7). GrabMirgspear, his intentions are made
clear and the outcome of this encounter never appede in doubt. He violently
skewers the two ‘offenders’ in a brutal displaypbiysical strength and religious
‘zeal'. Given that this is all we read of Phinelraghis story, what do we gather

about him? He is a dramatic man, a violent manpgulsive man. He is a man

€ pb’ in BDB, 524. The verb here is the same verb usaed. 4 Takeall the heads...) which
suggests something of the violence which can becaésed with this word. The word is also used
euphemistically (an Arabic cognate means ‘to impegg’), adding a sexual charge to this already
loaded text.
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prepared to take action, and yet we doneaily know against what he is taking
action. After all, what Zimri and Cozbi are doirgleft unstated, we are again

left to our own intuition.

Through the conversation Yhwh has with Moses (s13) we are made aware
of the result of his actions; the granting of ther&asting Priesthood, Yhwh's
covenant of peacef °n>n2) Thus, (we are told) Phinehas’ actions are flasti
by the highest authority, Yhwh. This of courseves into the latter part of
Alter’'s scheme, in which commendation by the narrand Yhwh are marks of
ultimate reliability. Our suspicions, which we lealveen perhaps coerced
towards, are confirmed and Phinehas is canonizadhaso.

Zimri

Zimri enters the scene in vs. 6, though he is uneth He is identified as ‘a man
from the sons of Israel’, but immediately he staodsfrom his people. While the
‘entire congregation’ are gathered together helbdeen absent and now appears
with a female Midianite companion. This is all Wweow of him. Before we can
think who this man and woman are they are brutallydered by Phinehas (vs.
8). It is not until vs. 14, after Yhwh has spokenMoses that his identity is
revealed, ‘Zimri, son of Salu, chief of an ancdstrame of Midian.” Why the
narrator retains this information for so long iszging. Not only is Zimri an
Israelite, but from a chiefly line. His actionshieh we are left to presume), set
against the backdrop of national mourning appdahalmore shocking given the
prominent situation of his fami?. There is a sense in which the gravity of the

national failure is distilled in the failure of Hia significant national figure.

Cozbi

The narrator’s treatment of Cozbi throughout theateve runs hand in hand with
that of Zimri. She appears in vs. 6, identified as‘Midianite woman.’
Immediately she is cast as an outsider; as a Midiashe is ethnically separate
from the Israelites, as a woman she lacks the Ispdigleges afforded to men.

The weakness of Cozbi’'s situation is further highted in vs. 6. The narrator

® |t is significant to note how little informatida given. The reader is left to make assumptions
based on the outcome. At no point is it stated inyri is bringing Cozbi to the tent. At no point
is it stated what they were doing in the tent. &kkeled to assume that they were locked in a
sexual embrace by the information they end up ersétme spear.

0 Miscall, "Introduction to the Narrative Literatyté52.
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reports that she is ‘brought in’. That is, shensg@ot to be a companion, a fellow

subject, but an object, seemingly under the authofithe ‘Israelite man’.

When Cozbi is murdered, we are informed that treasgoes through both her
and Zimri. But the narrator emphasizes that theuspenetrates Cozbi’'s stomach.
While the death of both Cozbi and Zimri are to bsusned from the stabbing, this

additional information adds a vivid visual elem@mthe story.

The revelation that Cozbi comes from a prominendidhite family adds further
intrigue to the story. We would not imagine the d&dde women from the
opening verses were aristocratic in the same watywle would not expect men
from leading Israelite families to be involved mstdrama. The revelation of her
name and family situation shocks us, not only bseaiti links two prominent

families but also because it is rare for a womabpetmamed in the Hebrew bible.

This aspect is reinforced by Yhwh'’s last command/tmses in which the events
of Baal Peor is thematically linked with the ‘matté Cozbi’. Her naming here is

also linked with a reference to her family’s proemige in Midian.

Yhwh

The place of Yhwh as aeharacterwithin biblical narrative is often ignored by
readers. Peter Miscall points to the power of §lfamity and Judaism behind this
omission; that Yhwh is in a sense untouchable, alaowd outside the stoFSJ/. The
reality though is far different. Yhwh functions asharacter within the text, and
at times is a highly complex character full of insstency. Gunn and Fewell
find understanding Yhwh as one of the great chglisnof the Hebrew Bibl€.
This is because the canonical shaping of the hilslists upon a single character,
albeit an ambiguous, mysterious and elusive cher&cthere it is easier to see
many characters. We are reminded of course, lieatharacter Yhwh within the
text is a literary construct. Yhwh is a tool ofetimarrator (as well as of the
reader). The ultimate authority ascribed to Yhwig both the narrator and the
confessional reader) makes those things spokenhlshYunquestionable, actions

infallible. The shift in reading posture, whichgages with these issues at a

™ Gunn and FewelNarrative in the Hebrew Bib|eg9.
72 |
Ibid.
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critical level has revealed the inconsistencieenarrator’s portrayal of Yhwh.
The biblical Yhwh is, we presume with hope, vaslifferent to the Yhwh of the

cosmos to whom the Judeo-Christian tradition dfiieir worship.

In regards to method, Miscall goes on to say;cfadracter portrayal of God takes
into account all divine actions and statementsyaas whatever is said of or to
God by another, including the narrator. This datthen evaluated as with any
human charactef® This is to say Yhwh no longer stands above owohdythe

text.

If we consider the role of Yhwh within the presesmtt, we see a fairly unpleasant
picture. In the first scene Yhwh is enraged (Yhsvaahger is said ‘to burn’) by the
actions of Israel (vs. 3) and immediately issues oader of execution by
impalement for her leaders. The impalement iske {place ‘before the sun’, as a
method for dealing with Yhwh’s anger. While we mayerstand Yhwh'’s anger
(presuming here a knowledge of the nature of Yhwahlationship with Israel),
the brutality of the punishment is shocking. Tkelation of the leaders for
punishment, some of whom may have not been involuethe apostasy also

seems if not excessive, at best, unfair.

From vss. 11 to 13 we read of Yhwh's commendatiénPbinehas for his

‘zealous’ actions. Indeed, it is claimed that hias has displayed Yhwh's own
zeal (vs. 11). This of course serves to legitinftenehas’ brutality as Yhwh's
own response to the situation. Moses’ apparemtréaito execute the earlier
orders is forgotten and Phinehas is granted ‘myvecant of peace, an

extraordinary thing considering the violence oféduiion.

The final verses return to the violence of the apgnwith Yhwh ordering Moses
to lead Israel into battle against the Midianité&his is to be a divinely ordered
war of revengé? This vengeance is ordered because Midian hagttiMoses

(and by extension, Israel). Midian has done ngtlagainst Yhwh, indeed, their
actions are best described as self preservatitmeifiace of Israelite domination.

Unfortunately, their efforts will prove to be inima

73 Miscall, "Introduction to the Narrative Literatyté52.
" See pg 45, n 65.
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In this text then, Yhwh is portrayed as a jealoislent, vindictive character keen
on the death of all those who stand against hirhis Tole suits the theme of the
text which posits Israel against foreign nationéhwh'’s anger and endorsement
of Phinehas can be read as tools used by the oatmapromote this ideology.
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Chapter I11.2

Feminist Interpretation

A. A Short Survey of Feminist Biblical Hermeneutis

In 1985, Carolyn Osiek commenced a chapter witifdhewing words;
Literature on feminist method is growing at sucpaze that it
has rather quickly become an extended field of inyqun
itself...!

In the more than twenty years since those words weitten, the field of

feminist method has continued to expand. Withiblibal studies the

influence of the feminist reading strategy is noinmfy entrenched and
further, has been put to use within a variety of @proaches. For example,
books are now written from Feminist—PostcoIoniafspective% Feminist-

Psychoanalytic perspectiviesnd so on. In a sense, the emergence of feminist

methodology as a legitimate form of inquiry pavid way for other advocacy

related strategies through the latter part of thentieth century and into the
twenty-first. None of this has been easy thou§leminist reading has been
accused of harbouring a subjective ‘interest’ apéxtension, cheapening the
quality of its work. This criticism fails to recoge that impartiality is of
course an illusion; that there is no ‘disinterestedding’, no uninfected

scholarshig.

As one would expect, with an emerging field of imgumuch time was spent
clarifying approaches, methods and strategjie®siek’s chapter identified five
hermeneutical alternatives.  Firstly, focusing axt$ that portray women
positively to counter texts which were ‘devastaiyngegative’; secondly,
rejecting the bible and its authority altogethéirdly, looking more broadly to

! Carolyn Osiek, "The Feminist and the Bible: Hermtital Alternatives," ifreminist
Perspectives on Biblical Scholarshigd. Adela Yarboro Collins (Atlanta: Scholars Bret985),
93.

2 Dube ShomanalRostcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible

% llona N. RashkowThe Phallacy of Genesis : A Feminist-Psychoanalyfiproach 1st ed.,
Literary Currents in Biblical Interpretation (Lowille: Westminster/J. Knox, 1993).

4 Katheryn Pfisterer DarFar More Precious Than Jewels: Perspectives oni&abWomen 1st
ed., Gender and the Biblical Tradition (Louisvil&estminster/John Knox Press, 1991). It also
fails to comprehend that the text under reviewisisli ‘interested’.

® Athalya BrennerA Feminist Companion to Reading the Bible : Apphea; Methods and
Strategies(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997). &se, Phyllis Trible, "Feminist
Hermeneutics and Biblical Studies: Emerging TrandBiblical Thought,"Christian Century99,
no. 4 (1982), 116-18.
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biblical texts which may lend themselves to a ldtien perspective; fourthly,
utilising a culturally comparative approach; andafly, stepping back from a
focus on women and concentrating on the broadeuesssof biblical
anthropology’ An article by Phyllis Tribléidentified three strategies. The first
is the documentation of the case against womemeirs¢riptures. The second, and
related approach is to recover alternative voicéhinvthe scripture. The third
method is the retelling of biblical stories memorianf. In 1984, Elisabeth
Schiissler FiorenZaoutlined four hermeneutical options. She suggélses
hermeneutics of suspicion, hermeneutics of prodiama hermeneutics of
remembranceand thehermeneutics of creative actualizatith By 1992, her
taxonomy of approaches had expanded to nine: eecwylost biblical traditions
about women (which includes the layers of andrartennterpretation which
obscure them); dealing with issues of incorrecindlaion which has un-
necessarily made women marginal figures; imagieatilentification, by which
women are ‘imagined’ into stories where they maypbesent, if not explicitly
mentioned; the recovery of works written by womaiigcus on biblical history; a
sociorhetorical, reconstructive approach which saekplace women at the centre
of early Christian struggle; a concentration onoldgical inscription of andro-
centric texts; shifting attention to women as ragdiubjects; and finally, insisting
on the articulation of the context of reang. The lack of consensus suggests
something of the enormity of the task facing femtirinterpretation, a problem
which does not appear to be getting any easieremsnist strategy is woven
together with other interpretive programs. Moreergtly, Susanne Schofzhas
outlined a three-cornered organization of methodBhe three methods she
identifies are historical, literary and culturalticism. These three areas have
shaped the scholarly study of the bible, and sk faminist criticism to the

broader history of interpretation of the scriptures

® Osiek, "The Feminist and the Bible: Hermeneuti&rnatives," 96-97.

;Trible, "Feminist Hermeneutics and Biblical StiediEmerging Trends in Biblical Thought."
Ibid.

% Elisabeth Schussler FiorenBread Not Stone: The Challenge of Feminist Biblical

Interpretation 10th anniversary ed. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995)

%pid., 15.

11 Elisabeth Schussler FiorenByt She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Intextation

(Boston: Beacon Press, 1992), 21-39.

12 Susanne Scholintroducing the Women's Hebrew Bipletroductions in Feminist Theology

(London: T & T Clark, 2007). See chapters 1 arad 3cholz’s book for a history of feminist

biblical criticism.
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The Hermeneutics of Suspicion

Each writer considered above acknowledges that Hi-walent approach is
necessary. That is, there is no one fixed femapgiroach. This must be the case
for the simple reason that across the canon ofQlk Testament and in the
history of its interpretation, women are presenied variety of ways. This
variety demands a multi-faceted approach to readihgs also true that women
are largely absent, or perhaps more accuratelgntsilor perhaps precisely,
silenced in much of the biblical material. It isist silenc(e)[ing] which lies
behind the ‘*hermeneutics of suspicion’, an approabith explores oppressive
values and practices inscribed within the bibliextt. The silencing of women'’s
voices is one such example; it is an indicatiort tha recorded social history has
been distorted. Others include the presentatiowarhen as the possession of
men, the legislation which controls a woman’s baglyyoman’s lack of rights in
the making of vows, and so on. Thus the ‘pedigode woman is inextricably
linked to the pedigree of the men that posses$®hérhis strategy has similarities

to Trible’s strategy which she calls ‘The case ag@vomen™*

The absence of women in the text also gives risa &pproach that Schussler
Fiorenza calls ‘imaginative identificatiolt’ This is the practice of imagining
women being present (though they are not mentioned,their voices heard,)
where the text does not explicitly deny their prese In this way, a move is
made to ‘fill in the gaps’ that are left in the tekor example, an expression such
as ‘the assembly’, or ‘congregation’” which are usediescribe the gathering of
all of Israel allow the presence of women. Theme use of the collective term
‘Israel’, as is used in verse 1 is also an exaroplihis expression. These terms
do not rule out the presence of women, (though gsoap their experience is
marginalized in those circumstances) and so usisgstrategy, the interpreter has
freedom to imagine the women of Israel amongstagsembly and to attempt to
capture their experience of the events descrilddalre tellingly, the phrase ‘Sons

of Israel®

is used in this generic, universalizing sense,ctvhit once says
something of the gendered nature of the text wereading, at the same time

minimizing the presence and experience of womehiwihe congregation.

3 Darr, Far More Precious Than Jewels: Perspectives oni@&bWomen41.

% Trible, "Feminist Hermeneutics and Biblical StuediEmerging Trends in Biblical Thought,"
116.

15 Schiissler Fiorenz8ut She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Intextation, 26.

16 Verse 6 refers tox1w»=12 n7y-93 (the entire congregation of the sons of Israel).
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Having dealt with the silencing of women’s voice$,their perceived absence
from the biblical material, the hermeneutics ofgci®n must also deal with the
way women are constructed when they do appear.enOfomen are set as
‘types’, that is, an individual woman is portrayasl representative of a particular
type of women. The way that women are charactéritee way in which they

are named, the roles that they play within the esen which they appear are all

areas of examination using this particular method.

At this point we can also move not just to the ol of individuals, but to the
larger issue of the construction and use of gendléin the text. The text is the
product of a particular society, which is a waysafing that it is not universal.
As such, interpreters need to be able to ‘decdue’téxt, understanding the bias
and interestedness of the text as we have recéivekhis code will presumably
include the gendering of certain attributes andattaristics as male or female,
positive or negative, good or evil and so on. Hpproach takes a positivist view
of language, which is to say, the text itself ig tontrolling element of the
interpretation. Language is pictured as a seltaiord closed system which
signifies reality:’ Under the hermeneutics of suspicion, this syseepresumed
to be androcentric; that evil is gendered as feraatéthat goodness is described
in male terms. Such an approach makes the mateedemess of the text
apparent, which is in itself a positive thing. Hoxer, it does so without
providing the tools to read against the patriar¢chas. An alternative approach
is to shift the emphasis to the reader, which ise® language in? less positivistic
terms and to use it as an interpretive tool. Reizigg that language is itself a
social construct allows readers to utilize a mondtiavalent approach in their
reading, making the imagination of the individuehder the controlling element.
It is here where generic terminology can be intetignt in a variety of ways, from
traditional to modern day stancBsit is here that we can read against the bias, in

doing so deconstructing the fagcade of the textrahdilding it in a new way.

17 Schussler Fiorenz&ut She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Intextation, 42.
18 H
Ibid., 43.
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Turning to the Text
The opening verse of Numbers 25 introduce us to different groups; Israel,
referred to almost immediately following as, ‘the people’ (both names being
inclusive along gender lines), and ‘the daughtdrdMoab’, (clearly a gender
limiting construction.) ‘The peopl& begin to fornicate with ‘the daughters of
Moab’. In the second verse, ‘the people’ are ewito engage in cultic meals and
sacrifices by ‘the daughters of Moab,’ the restiltvbich is laid bare in verse 3,
where Israel is said to have been ‘bodhth Baal of Peor. In fact, the Samaritan
Pentateuch reads ‘sons of Israel’. This form delitas what has gone before.
The nouns ‘Israel’ and ‘the people’ are both intlederms, though they are male
nouns grammatically. This is in distinction to tdaughters of Moab’ which is
clearly exclusive in its focus. The appearancehef clause ‘sons of' puts the
inclusivity of the opening nouns in doubt. Perh#ps first noun ‘Israel’ stands,
while ‘the people’ (those who both fornicate withdasubsequently engage in the
cultic activities with their Moabite hosts and @nen said to be bound to Baal of
Peor) seems to fall apart. ‘The people’ are ‘thiessreferred to in the Samaritan
Pentateuch. This makes sense, as we have a claah map between the
daughters of Moab and the sons of Israel. Thiscehis confirmed in verse 5
when Moses commands that all the men that have lbeemd to Baal of Peor be

executed; this is demonstrably a crime of the lgeamen, the ‘sons of Israét:

The consequences of this are startling. Immedgiategd are not reading the story
with all of Israel in focus, but her sons. Thisnfions what we may have
suspected; this is a male-centric text. Howeueofdsrael is present, which is to
say, the daughters of Israel are witnesse(r)s if shene; (nearly) invisible
bystanders to a great national calamity in whickytlplay no active role.

Mothers, wives, sisters, daughters of Israel, be@ tsons’, who are also their
‘husbands’, ‘fathers’, and ‘brothers’, engage iis tactivity with the daughters of
Moab, though we have no (reported) sense of how fénel or react. In a sense,
their presence through the use of the inclusivenadisrael’ and ‘the people’

could be seen to be an attempt to divert the blaway from the direct

perpetrators, the sons. Nonetheless, it simplyweserto underscore the

19 The JPS translation is telling on this matter ifases ‘the menfolk'.
20 This being a literal translation of the MTm¢t’ in BDB, 855.
% Hence, the reason for this particular choice eFranslation.
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androcentric nature of the text and to contrasstilemt, passive, though not quite

invisible victims against the main protagonistshaf unfolding drama.

‘Whoring’ in the Prophets

The word used to describe the sons of Israel'sidation with the daughters of
Moab is derived from the roatr, ‘to commit fornication’ or ‘to be a harlof® It

is a highly charged word, featuring prominently ihe prophetic corpus.
Routinely, the prophetic corpus condemns all hegylot The book of Hosea uses
whoredom as a major rhetorical device throughaugging it as a symbol of
Israel’s infidelity to Yhwh. Hosea is instructed marry a ‘wife of whoredom’
(Hos 1:2) and their marriage, and the subsequentipeauses Hosea is a symbol
of Yhwh’s own pain and frustration with Israel. ©burse, the word itself is
multivalent in Hosea, as sexual immorality is irdiely bound to Israel’s
rejection of Yhwh. Hos 4:13b-14 speaks plainly @bthe daughters of Israel
playing the whore and of the men who go aside witiores. Thus, in their
individual literal whoring, following in the footsps of Gomer the archetypal

whore, Israel at once becomes the symbolic wfbre.

A similar theme is found in Ezekiel, though it iagmified greatly. In Ezek 16
Israel is established as God's brfdeHowever, she is an unfaithful bride; worse,
a whore. The condemnation does not stop here. r&ghare more than just
simply women who have sex for money. The more i@teudescription is a
woman who engages in sexual relationships witmpa($) with whom she has no
covenant relationshiff. It is in this covenantal sense that we have atgiientry
for its use in cultic apostasy. In Ezek 16:33434ael is cast as a whore who pays
men to have sex with héf. This is described as sickness of heart (Ezek0)6:3
and lewdness beyond all abominations (Ezek 16:43)e sexual imagery of this
condemnation is stark, and while sexual miscondsiatertainly in view, the
image of the whore is again being used to desdsitael's covenant failings. In

Ezek 16:59 this becomes clear, ‘I will deal withuyas you have done, you who

23y, in BDB, 275.

23 See Amos 2:7 as a representative text.

24 As was discussed in Chapter 1.2, | am taking Hosdze earlier than Numbers.

25 For further use of the use of whore imagery inkidlesee Ezek 23.

26 3. Erlandsson;?a001," in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testameatl. G. Johannes
Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren (Grand Rapids: AfilliB Eerdmans, 1980), 103.

%" This seems to have the makings of a thoroughly rfzaitasy.



have despised the oath, breaking the covenant.\NRSANnd yet despite the
apparent certainty of punishment in Ezek 16:40,unighment of stoning and
dismemberment, by 16:63 the tone has changed, amtva covenant is
established, or perhaps, re-established, a thingmsarkable that Israel will be

unable to open her mouth.

The use ofnrr and its various forms is powerful, creating a @ivmage of

misconduct, of improper relations. That covenaailufe is couched in such
sexualized tones, particularly when sexual miscohds also involved only

serves to heighten the sense of Israel's failu®exual conduct was highly
legislated in Israel, and while prostitution does seem to be in any way foreign
to the experience of Israel (for example, JudahTardar in Gen 38, the Samson
cycle of Judges 13-16), prostitutes are consideveoe a disgrace; wicked and
deceitful®® Likewise, when lIsrael fails to fulfil her covertanbligations to

Yhwh, she becomes a disgrace; wicked and deceitfiér dalliances with the
gods of other nations are essentially improperraaterse, a breaking of their

covenant bond with Yhwh.

This same field of semantic meaning is easily disbée in our text. The sons of
Israel whore themselves to the daughters of Maalthe physical sense, itself a
breach of their relationship with Yhwh. What folls is a binding to Baal of
Peor, (itself a sexual imag} a worship of other gods, the symbolic whoring of
apostasy. As in the allegory of Ezekiel 16, a pament is declared, though this
is later averted. The punishment decreed was gidsesome; not stoning and
dismemberment as in the Ezekiel text, but impalémBerhaps we might suggest
that the brutality of the suggested punishment ggigeme insight into the

perceived grievousness of the crime.

Relating this to Numbers 25, the actions of thadbte men are cast as whoring,
which is not only a comment on the depravity ofitlaetions, but a portrayal of
them in female terms (noting that grammaticatly, is a feminine form). The

sons of Israel are being characterized as morallysd women. This

8 The wisdom tradition is particularly harsh inadssessment of prostitutes. See Proverbs 6:26,
7:10 23:27 and 29:3.

299y | meaning ‘to bind’ or ‘to attach’, BDB, 855. &westingly, the Arabic cognate refers
specifically to a girl bound, or joined, to two kne.
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characterization of ‘the sons of Israel’ as femagmificantly lowers the men’s
status in the community’s hierarchy. Ironically, the end of the chapter the
blame has shifted entirely from the men and laysnuthe head of the ‘real’

women, the daughters of Moab.

A Shared Experience?
The text of Numbers 25:1-5 includes the women ohdk in its collective
terminology, though, as we have seen, the womersmaiel are in no way
implicated with the ‘whoring’ that is done by ‘I&fa It is very much a sin of the
men of Israel. However, the women of Israel, tfeghmars and daughters of Israel
are deeply impacted by the actions of their fatrerd sons. From a purely
textual historical perspective, they have been éned through their inclusion
under this umbrella of collective terms which faitsexclude them from blame.

Indeed, by implication, the terms include them apable agents.

An alternative position to this is adopted by Tikveymer-Kensky. She argues
that ‘the people’ necessarily includes the womend that all of Israel sits at the
table with the daughters of Moab. It is the eatirighe food offered to idols
which binds Israel to Baal-Pedt. Thus Frymer-Kensky suggests that the sexual
overtones are the invention of post-biblical intetprs. As the History of
Interpretation made clear, Josephus, Philo and nudhgrs read sex into this
episode, casting the women of Moab as enticingrialy seductresses, inflaming
the lust of ‘the sons of Israel’ and ultimately désy ‘Israel’ astray’ The
consequence of this reading is to divert the blaway from the weak-willed
men and throwing it squarely at the feet of theign women. Frymer-Kensky’'s
reading is based on a translationnof as ‘faithless’ or ‘break the faith’. This
fidelity is set against the notion of holiness, @hishe posits as its antonym;
‘infidelity is anything that gets in the way of hméss’®®> Perhaps the language
could be symbolic, reflecting perhaps the highlyusdized metaphoric language

of the prophets, though this is uncertain. Fryiensky somewhat softens her

% Tikva Simone Frymer-KenskfReading the Women of the Biblst ed. (New York: Schocken
Books, 2002), 217.

% |bid, 219.

% Ibid, 217.
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position; ‘whether by food or sex, the women of Mdar Midian) enticed Israel

to sin’ 33

As far as we can remove the women of Israel froamiel throughout this episode,
we are unable to remove them from the consequentesierse 6, the entire
congregation of Israel (a designation which we hagen includes them), are
weeping at the tent of meeting. The reason fos tummunal lament goes
unnamed, though by the way the narrative is cootd) we are persuaded that it
is related to the whoring of the first five verdésThe women, clearly uninvolved
in the apostasy are nonetheless bound by maleicesdcial convention to
participate in the community’s lament, which, giviés location, carries some
form of religious expression. Additionally, verseght and nine mention a
plague which kills 24,000 Israelites. Once agdhe narrative construction
appears to link this plague to Israelite male feduand possibly also stands as an
explanation of the lament. That the plague is stegpread seems to indicate that
women are also victims, even if (tragically) theg aot included in the number of
those killed®

At this point, Schissler-Fiorenza’s imaginativentiécation becomes a valuable
tool. Women are present in this text, though they marginalized. While the
main protagonists are male, it is almost certathy women of Israel that have
the most to lose, who suffer the most at the actibtheir men. What is the

experience of seeing husbands, sons and fatheafigyothe Moabite women, to
be the human victims of infidelity? And then, wiit to have those men return
home, to have to live with the seemingly unrepentahore[r]s'? This whole

experience is not even glossed over; it is totaligent. This story is the story of
men and yet the victims continue to be namelesldas across centuries of

reading and interpretation.

% |bid, 218.

3 Sarah Shectman, who suggests that vss. 6-18pm af H, posits that these verses follow on
from the death of Aaron in Num 20:29. The commuaalent is thus consistent with the

mourning period for such an illustrious memberhaf community. The effect of this is to fracture
the continuity of the two stories contained witthe chapter. However, it makes no sense of the
canonized form of the text which is the basis afr@ading. See, Sarah Shectm@&mmen in the
Pentateuch : A Feminst and Source-Critical AnalySiseffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2009),
158. This criticism is not based on the basishe#c®man’s analysis being feminist (a stance which
| support), but grows out of my commitment to regdihe final form of the text.

% This assumption is made on the basis that womerhitdren are not included in the census.
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And then, as the consequences of the apostasyeeealed, a divine order is
given that the community leaders are to be impal@tiis order is revoked by
Moses and altered so thalt men involvedare to be put to death. Given that
women find their place in the community by the matof their relationship to
men, this is a significant decree! Thousands ofmew and children faced the
grim reality of becoming widows and orphans on actwf male failure. How
must the psychological trauma of this chain of éseimpacted upon these

victims?

We must assume that these events aroused a garaotobibnal responses from
the women involved; rejection, loneliness, feaxiety, anger, shame and so on.
How then must they feel gathered together in lafheWhat do they feel in the
presence of their violators, together weeping Fongs that have happened and
are perhaps about to happen? Perhaps, in that mah&ment, their thoughts
are not on the men who now seem repentant, thdughstin some way forced
upon them. Perhaps the women are lamenting theirloss, the damage done to
them individually and as women, not on the damadfeed by the men, which
is minimal by comparison. Perhaps this lamenh&apeutic for the women of
Israel, a chance to grieve a loss unspoken andccognézed by the men, who
appear to repent before Yhwh, but not before teman victims. Perhaps this is
not a ‘communal’ lament at all. Perhaps even witiie community, seemingly

united in their grief there are fractures and facii

At the same time, the location of the lament attém of meeting gives us reason
to imagine some form of communal liturgy; a recayliof the sins of the sons of
Israel. The repetition of these words must havenkee bitter experience for the
women, a cruel reminder of the hurts so fresh @rtminds and the anxiety of
what lay ahead of them. Suddenly Zimri and Coplpiear together. The Israelite
women have seen this scene before. And then inntbanent of vulnerability,

Phinehas, a male priest, commits a heinous crimvéhtoh they are witnesses. A
spear is thrust through two human bodies, an intlagye will never forget, as they
too consider the seemingly imminent execution oéirthown male family

members.
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The aftermath of this event is also noteworthyinPhas, the zealous executioner,
is not sanctioned for his act of violence, but eatrewarded. His descendants,
which is to say, his male descendants, will beltbarers of a new covenant, an
everlasting covenant of cultic discharge. In theef of such violence at its
inception, the thought of this continuing, divinelygdered male domination must
have struck horror into the hearts of some of thwseemen. Men had been the
cause of this national disaster. Men are placegositions of power to ensure
(enforce?) that such things never happen agaire ifimy is both comical and

cruel.

A further issue that demands highlighting is thearelsterization of male
indiscretion in female terms. The venly is, as we have seen, a female verb
meaning ‘to play the harlot’ or more circumspectly,fornicate’. The derivative
noun, vt is simply ‘whore’ or ‘prostitute’, as in Ezekiebl As we have noted,
the use of this word, whether literal or figurative an indication of something
abhorrent. The act is disgraceful, those who emgmgit are a disgrace.
Prepositions are used to indicate the unrelatethgar and ‘wronged mef.
What is telling is that the characterization isirety feminine. Wickedness, evil,
things that are disgraceful belong entirely to miféene nomenclature, or as Yee

suggests, women are used by (male) writers apa foy evil and destructiofi.

Yet in our text it is the men who are wicked, desggful and vile. It is the men
who are the subject of the vemtx. And yet, in some way they fall out of those
associations on account of the female nature ogthenmar. In verse 1 it is ‘the
people’ who are said to fornicate, but as we haexnthe women of Israel should
not be included in this designation. Yet agaire frammar fails the female
element of Israelite society so that they are neyete exempted from blame,

while the men remain elusive.

% Erlandsson, #;."
37 Gale A. YeePoor Banished Children of Eve: Woman as Evil inkiebrew Bible
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003), 3.



Sons and Daughters
At this point, it is helpful to consider some ofeie gendered terms used to
describe particular groups of people, to see h@ntmming constructs the groups
in view. The term ‘sons of Israel’, as we haversaefers specifically to the men
of Israel. The companion term, ‘daughters of Israppears in Deut 23:17, a
verse in which both sons and daughters of Israepeshibited from being temple
prostitutes. Clearly, the terms are intended féedintiate men from women.
This pattern continues throughout the narrativetipos of the Old Testament,
where the term ‘daughters of Israel’ refers simplythe women of the natidfi.
In the prophetic and wisdom literature though,dkpression ‘daughters of Israel’
is absent. However, another, more compelling texrfound: Daughter(s) [of]
Zion (Lam 2:31), or its parallel, Daughter(s) [6§rusalem (2 Kgs19:21).

In its singular form, it refers to the city of Jealem®® and her inhabitants, and
refers to either the cities vulnerability to invasior alternatively, to her promise
of redemptio® In Lamentations, Daughter Zion has been invadidiled,
humiliated at the hands of her enemies. No ddbktfeminine characterisation
of the city follows the experience of the women wasted within her walls.
While the lament makes clear that the calamity b@sn brought upon by the
Daughter’s own failings, still there remains analligation of her as a virgin (Lam
2:13). The term then is replete with irony, empdiag both the chaste

daughter’'s weakness and vulnerability, but alscsidulness'!

In contrast to this are the words of Zechariah. Iddmer is Jerusalem to mourn,
or be anxious. Instead, Daughter Zion is to rejoto sing and to shout! Her
King is coming, triumphant and victorious (Zech)9:9The championing of the
male attributes only serves to further highligre thulnerability of the Daughter,

who is in need of her male savidérThe vulnerability and weakness is replaced

3 Jesica Tinklenberg Devega, "Israel, DaughtersinfThe New Interpreter's Dictionary of the
Bible, ed. Katharine Doob Sakenfeld (Nashville: Abingddd08), 101.

39 Other uses of this construction include ‘Daugl®abylon’ (Ps 137:8), ‘Daughter Tyre’ (Ps
45:12) and ‘Daughter Tarshish’ (Isa 23:10).

“0'Larry L. Lyke, "Zion, Daughter of," iThe New Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bipks.

Katharine Doob Sakenfeld (Nashville: Abingdon, 2)@38.

“1 Devega, "Israel, Daughters of," 101.

2 Eoliis suggests that the femininity of the city ma&flect the stereotypical characterisation of
female nurture. While the sons are out pursuirig atconquest at the boundaries, the daughters
are at home, nurturing the community at its cenfféis, she suggests, is why the expression is
absent from the Torah narrative and the early gfathe Deuteronomistic history, because in that
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with a seemingly irresistible hope of restoratiantotal reversal of the tragic
past” Again, the daughter is idealised: the once chasgin, defiled and
humiliated, will be restored to her former glorya@g thanks to the triumph of her

saviour King.

Any idealisation of the singular daughter failsctrry through to the ‘daughters
of Zion’. The expression is clustered in the workfirst Isaiah, and that text
takes aim at the haughtiness and vanity of ladidemmsalem. Blenkinsopp notes
that the criticism here is reminiscent of the cleartpid in Amos 6:4-8" and so

should be understood as a critigue of the uppessclaomen ostentatiously
flouting their wealth. The mention of ‘ogling eyeseems to indicate a
promiscuity on the part of these women, their flagdnt dress and ‘tinkling’

jewellery all a ploy to attract male attentitn. The threatened punishment is
graphic: the ornate jewellery replaced by scabsthenhead (NRSV) and the

uncovering of their ‘private part&®

In the following chapter, a restored Zion is inwjébut not before the ‘filth of the

daughters of Zion’ (Isa 4:4) has been washed avldye cleansing comes in the
form of a fiery wind ), an image of judgement, and recreation. The iment
of the daughters of Zion heaps the guilt upon thatthe expense of the sons,
who appear to escape culpability.

Of course, we must remember that the oracles adHsare poetic, and so should
not necessarily be taken literally. However, tha sin of Zion is reflected
through a critique of her female citizens is chagastic of what feminist
hermeneutics seeks to address. It appears, thtbegteading of Isaiah, that the
‘daughters’ of Zion are responsible for her dowhféhough we can hardly

imagine that to be the case. Surely ‘daughteriofi’ is an inclusive term,

part of the story, Israel is not settled in any w&®ee, Elaine R. Follis, "Zion, Daughter of,"Tihe
Anchor Bible Dictionaryed. D.N. Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992).

“3 Lyke, "Zion, Daughter of," 988.

“4 Joseph Blenkinsopjtsaiah 1-39 : A New Translation with IntroductiondaCommentarylst

ed., The Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 20020),1.

5 R. E. Clementdsaiah 1-39 New Century Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids: WEBtdmans,
1980), 51.

“¢ Blenkinsopp notes the difficulty inherent in triaiig this phrase, but given other instances of
the description of the treatment of prisoners of, W& opts for this translation. Blenkinsopp,
Isaiah 1-39 : A New Translation with IntroductiondaCommentary201.
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encompassing all the inhabitants of Jerusalem. eiHelies the problem.

Sinfulness, even of men, is painted in feministshue

The final group of women to be considered are thegtiters of Moab. The
Moabites descend from the incestuous union of Lmat his daughter in Gen
19:37. The rabbinic tradition cites this unionthe beginning of a history of
debauchery by the Moabite women: ‘The one who begaharlotry in the
beginning (Lot's daughter), finally committed itaig (the Moabite women}?
Interestingly, the women of Moab are the ones heorised of harlotry, while the
text is clear in laying the charge of whoring agaitne sons of Israel. Further,
biblical and post-biblical tradition surroundinggtevent lays blame at Balaam’s
feet. Numbers 31:16 claims that Baalam advisealB#&d use the women of
Moab to entice the Israelite men to ‘act treachsiyomgainst Yhwh*® This
exchange is nowhere to be found in the biblicabrepf their exchange. Indeed,
when Baalam had finished blessing the Israelitesbible records that he returns
home (Num 24:25).

Just as the daughters of Zion are painted as &eabie, so too are the daughters
of Moab. By the end of Num 25, it will be the womeho appear responsible for
Israelite failure. As the Chapter 1.1 revealestdrically, the women have been
imagined as adorning themselves with jewellery aradke up in much the same
way that the court women who attracted the iresafdh had done for the purpose

of attracting young men.

Sadly, the daughters of Israel rate no mentionhis particular story. In its
sequel, Israel (no doubt, her sons) makes vengeagaiast the Midianites, again
leaving the daughters behind. Perhaps some ofdhe gerished in the battle,
leaving daughters to live their days as widows.oskhthat returned brought new
women with them, and new girls (Num 31:17-18). Vde only imagine how the

daughters felt about that.

47 ‘B'midbar rabbal20.23’, cited in Judith R. Baskin, "Post-biblicatérpretations: Parashat
Balak," inThe Torah: A Women's Commentagy. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi and Andrea Weiss
(New York: Women of Reform Judaism, 2008), 955.

“8 Ibid. The women are said to have got the Ismatien intoxicated and then refused to sleep
with them until that had sacrificed and bowed ddwBaal-Peor.
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Throughout the story, one woman is mentioned. iSh¢ a daughter of Israel,

nor is she a daughter of Moab. Her name is Cozbi.
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B. In Memoriam: Cozbi, daughter of Zur

It is well acknowledged that names are importatgrpretive tools within the Old
Testament corpus. Names represent people’s esst#mmgetell us something
about the nature of a character. This comes ewr sharply into focus when a
name is changed as it symbolizes a new beginninthéd character. The classic
example of this is Abram, whose name is changetbtaham (Gen. 17:5) — the
father of a multitude, signifying something of #xetraordinary change that was to
be wrought in his life, going from childlessnesdting the ancestor of countless
people, from someone whose name would be eterfaiiptten to being a man
whose name will never be erased from human histdnstructive also is Naomi,
whose name means pleasant but asks to be callead (Rath 1:20), which means

bitter, on account of her difficult situation.

Running parallel with the power of a name is thev@oof the person who gives a
name. Abram’s name change is brought about byhéidecree, though this is
extremely rare. Names are given by parents, thaaghetimes these too are
divinely instructed, such as the children born wseéh (Hos 1). Either way, the
names say something about the children. This paigerbelongs to the narrator.
It is through his words that the story is reveal&dt characters are given names,
that people’s essences are revealed (or perhajes, [stggested). From Ruth we
see another example of tipewer to name. Orpah, Ruth’s sister, has a name
which means ‘neck’, and so symbolically, ‘stubboriPushed further, this could
also mean ‘abandoner’, the one who turns her necy® She does not travel
with Ruth and Naomi. Ruth goes on to become aestoc of the Davidic King
while Orpah is remembered by this name which cetgrher poorly against her
sister. The narrator’s choice of name for Orpdls tes something about her; even
though she too loves Naomi, weeps with her andekisger farewell, her name
leaves her very much in Ruth’s shadow. Charaaegssubject to their name,
even determined by them. Their names play a megrable in the revelation of

meaning®. This is particularly true of Cozbi, daughterZafr.

49 Mieke Bal,Lethal Love : Feminist Literary Readings of Biblitave Storiesindiana Studies in
Biblical Literature (Bloomington: Indiana UnivergiPress, 1987), 73.
50 H

Ibid.
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Cozbi's Name
The root from which the name Cozbi derivesits which in its verbal forms is
best translated ‘to lie’ or ‘to be a lidt’ Its noun forms are consequently
translated ‘lie’, ‘deception’ and ‘falsehootf. The overwhelming majority of its
use is to be found within the prophetic materiagugh it is also found in Num.
23:19; ‘God is not a mortal that he should lie..fs use in cognate languages
adds to this negative picture. In Akkadi&obzumeans ‘voluptuous, sexually
vigorousBB, or further, ‘luxuriant, abundant, charm, attreetess’ and
euphemistically, ‘sexual partd’. Together, these understandings paint quite a
particular picture of Cozbi. She is both beautdnld charming; unquestionably
sexually alluring, an object of desire. But shealiso a deceiver, a woman who
cannot be trusted, a woman of lies. Another l@faneaning is added when one
realizes thatkuzbuis an attribute of several Mesopotamian deities]utiing
Asherah and Ishtar, both figures that the peoplelsodel found repeatedly
irresistible! Lutzky argues that the sexualizedura of Cozbi’'s name, which
derives from other Semitic languages, must suralyehbeen known in Hebrew,
given the eroticized nature of the early commemsato That her name is in some
way linked to local goddesses adds a religious uticcelement to this tale,
linking it very strongly with the opening of the agter and the daughters of
Moab.

This view of Cozbi is further developed through tteapter, and also in post-
biblical tradition. Num. 25:18 links her to the dfnites who had ‘fooled’ the
Israelites® as ‘their sister’. Cozbi then is portrayed asiekster, a deceiver, as

her name attests; her name carries a metonymidiéadé Talmudic tradition

51 R. Mosis, "l2113," in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testamgatl. G. Johannes et al.
Botterweck (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 104ffosis notes thdtzbappears to operate as
two homonymous roots.

291>, in BDB, 469.

3 Rodney R. Hutton, "COZBI," idnchor Bible Dictionaryed. D.N. Freedman (New York:
Double Day, 1992), 1202. Mosis, 105, notes thigtghcond use is common in Akkadian names.
54 Harriet C. Lutzky, "The Name "Cozbi" (Numbers XX05, 18),"Vetus Testamentudy, no. 4
(1997), 547.

*° |bid.

* presumably these are the daughter of Moab inlvss.

5" This is the same narrative play used with Orpadr more on use of metaphor and metonym in
socio-linguistics and discourse analysis, see MatthMore than Meets the Ear : Discovering the
Hidden Contexts of Old Testament Conversati@imapter 1.
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recalls her powers of seduction, suggesting theaneMoses fell victim to her

irresistible charn®

However, while the choice of Cozbi as a hame appé&arcondemn her, it is
perhaps not as simple as it appears. The sisteedflidianites is remembered in
Num. 25:18 as being part of a sequence of decepteach of which fooled the
Israelites. The ‘delusion’ reflects the expectasi@nd perception of the people
deceived only after the ruse, and so the use om#dme ‘Cozbi’ represents a
justification on the part of the narrator for ttigglure; Cozbi can only be so
named after she has ‘proven’ herself to be suchcoOrse, in this the power of
the narrator is evident. Having read the storyeprnwe cannot but know who
Cozbi is, and who she has always been. But tlaelisgs too are condemned. It
is they who fall prey to deception. And while tiesult of these events is the war
on Midian and the divinely sanctioned death of mahyier peoplé® Cozbi can
only be so named because she in some way was rimidable an opponent for
Israel. And so in an admittedly cruel way, her iragris a testimony to her own

power(s), a compliment given out of begrudging eesp

On this basis, there appears to be a link betwieisnepisode and the Adam and
Eve story of Gen. 3. Classical interpretation&seh 3 have blamed Eve for the
fall of humanity. The suffering of men has beeatkdid to female sin. Tertullian
stepped, perhaps even leaped a little furtherjngtagmphatically that it was
because of Eve that Christ had to die, in doingabksolving men of all
responsibility and placing the cause and conseguenche fall on a woman’s
(who comes to represent all women) shoulG&rBeminist readings have revisited
this scene and figuratively ‘turned the tables’veErather than being a weak
willed failure is noted for her ability to converde reason, to appreciate beauty
and to act independently, even in the pursuit aideim. Adam on the other hand,

the man who ‘was with her’ is passive, even mutahle to contribute anything

%8 Cited in J.F. Ross, "Cozbi," ifhe Interpreter's Dictionaryed. George Arthur Buttrick
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1962), 724.

*9 The appearance of Midianites as an oppressive fardudges 6 is evidence that the command
to utterly destroy Midian was not fulfilled.

60 Quoted in Pamela Milne, "No Promised Land: Referthe Authority of the Bible," iFreminist
Approaches to the Bibled. Phyllis Trible et al (Washington: Biblical &raeology Society,

1995), 55.
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to the articulate EV&' Also prominent amongst such readings is the neitiog
that the Hebrew wordry which is traditionally translated ‘helper’, whishiggests
subordination, actually is used of God; God, thipdreof Israel. So in fact, Eve is
pictured as Adam’s superf3r which is more than evident in the story of Gesesi
3! Eve in no way deceives Adam. Rather, Adam seeiterly defenceless
against her, or perhaps better, entranced by loér that he simply complies with
whatever she wishes. Eve wields power over Adasimdar power perhaps, that

Cozbi and the Midianite women hold over, rathentagainst, the Israelite men.

None of this material however takes account of vi@abi actually is reported to
have done. In a sense it simply accepts the owcoirthe events, and while
utilizing a form of rhetorical criticisfif in dealing with etymological issues to
rescue Cozbi from the shame of her name, it dtites 0 ‘rename’ her; that is, to
use a form of interpretive power to redefine heseese. Indeed, by simply
following the conclusions of the text as we receiyewe have discovered the
great significance of the hermeneutics of suspicidio rename Cozbi, which in
some part will be her redemption, we need to examire closely what the text
reports, and also examine what has been said aboziti and how that has
coloured our view of her. Before this though, il e important to assess
Israelite attitudes towards family and marriagénodgh Cozbi is reported to be a
Midianite, it appears that she has married an lissaand so become a part of
Israelite society. This will assist us in undensiiag the social place of Cozbi.
While it would be speculative to suggest that Mmia and Israelite social
structure were congruous, it is to be expectedttiexe were at least some strong
similarities given their geographical proximity atiet reports of their closeness at

various points within the Torah narrative.

®1 Phyllis Trible, "Eve and Miriam: From the Margitesthe Center," ifFeminist Approaches to

the Bible ed. Phyllis Trible et al (Washington: Biblicat¢haeology Society, 1995), 11.

®2 This is of course tempered by Adam’s power ovee fhat is inherent on account of his position
as her ‘namer’. lItis a power he wastes no timasserting! See also Elyse Goldst&eVisions:
Seeing Torah Through a Feminist Le(iBoronto: Key Porter, 1998), 53ff.

83 See Phyllis TribleTexts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Bl Narratives

Overtures to Biblical Theology (Philadelphia: Feds Press, 1984).
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Familial Matters
In Num 25:14-15, the names of the couple at thetreeaf the drama are
revealed®*® The language is quite formal, linking both Zirarid Cozbi first to
their father’'s and then to their ‘ancestral house&imri we learn, is a Simeonite,

05 of

a prominent Simeonite in fact. His father, Salidentified asews, or ‘chie
the ancestral house. Cozbi's ancestral housenamead, though we discover that

her father, Zur, is themx wxn, ‘head® of a tribe’ or, head of his ancestral house.

That the fathers of both Zimri and Cozbi are reddrto in similar ways lends
credence to the possibility that socially, Midiamdalsrael were similarly
structured®’” Within Israel, the family unit was termed-n-2, literally ‘father’s
house’, though its usage goes beyond the immedatien of the nuclear family
and includes extended family and also genealodiim@age. Indeed, its use has
been noted as being inconsistent, referring to lfasyisubdivisions of clans, or
even a whole trib®® Its present translation as ‘ancestral house’t (iba
something beyond a nuclear understanding) in velrdesnd 15 is justified on the
grounds of the context; both Salu and Zur are pitesenot just as fathers of their
immediate families, but are also linked to the dargtructure of the ancestral
house®® The term ‘ancestral house’ makes it clear thrdpe in Israelite society
is patrilineal; family members tracing their ancgghrough their fathers, to a
‘founding’ father. The genealogies of the Toralrative’® indicate the primacy

of the male; women are rarely mentioned. Withinnmages, the wife was to refer

%4 That their names are withheld until this pointeing. Now they are named, and forever
shamed. Bal ethal Love : Feminist Literary Readings of Biblitave Stories129. points out
that the naming ‘completes’ their formation; the@imes, in particularly Cozbi's name, is ‘fixed’
into our memory.
% This form derives from the verbal form?, ‘to lift’, BDB, 669. The chief then, is the omeho
is lifted up, an exalted position indeed! Ialso sometimes translated as ‘Prince’, BDB, 672.
% This form can carry both a literal and symbolicamieg. It can mean the physical head of a
being, human or animal, and also the ‘top’ of a ntain (Gen. 8:5). It also has this positional
aspect, so that one is the ‘head’ of a band of onemmmpany (Judg. 10:18). Its use in describing
the head of a family is rarer, though not unattkésféhe genealogy of Exod. 6:14 ff. uses this
designation. We can see that this term used trridesCozbi’s father is very much synonymous
with term used to describe Zimri's. See ‘Translatj and BDB, 910 ff.
7 Helmer Ringgren,3Tx," in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testamgedt. G. Johannes and
Ringgren Botterweck, Helmer (Grand Rapids: Willi&n Eerdmans, 1974), 8. Ringgren notes
that the social structure of Israel was closeh#t bf the nomadic Semites rather than the city
states of the ANE. The life of the tribe surpasseicdhportance the life of the town or village, and
gé)nsequently, parentage and lineage took on fatgrsignificance.

Ibid., 9.
5% yee,Poor Banished Children of Eve: Woman as Evil inkiebrew Bible 35.
O Ringgren, Y ",a0x. Ringgren points out that the expression is rmostmonly found in lists.
However, it is not exclusively so. Abram is commed to leave hisk-n°a at the commencement
of his journey towards the promised land.
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to her husband asa’al, that is, mastef* The father of the family unit wields
absolute power over his children, even his marsieas and wives if they live in
his household? This language, the language of master and slatadliisg, as the
women of Israel become possessions. Either thiangdo their father, or upon
marriage, pass into the possession of their hustmndaster. The husband is the
master of his wife in the same way that he is thester of his house or field.
However, she did not become a full member of hisskountil she bore a séh.
Until this was accomplished, the wife existed iplace of ambiguity, no longer

belonging to her own family, nor yet a member af inesband’s?

The custom amongst Israel was that wives weretioadily taken from within

the tribe. The patriarchal stories establish plaigern; Isaac’s wife is sought from
within his family (Gen. 24), a pattern which isléaed with Jacob being sent to
Laban (Gen. 28). This however, was not mandatibrwas possible to marry
outside of your family. Despite the fact that &dites were commanded to not
marry women of other natioff¢here is abundant evidence that adherence to these
laws was far from uniformly heeded. Indeed, mahthe great heroes of the Old

Testament show scant regard for this legislatidMoses had a Midianité wife,

"1 This language is borrowed metaphorically in Ho&62

2 de VauxAncient Israel: Its Life and Institution80. See Gen. 38. Also, the difficulty
confronted by David as he struggles to exert titsefidy control over his family in 2 Sam. Harry
A. Hoffner, "n°3," in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testamget. G. Johannes and Ringgren
Botterweck, Helmer (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdwal975), 114. Hoffner notes that there
is a certain solidarity between a man and his hoT$et is, if the father sins, the house sufféfs.
the father is innocent, the house is spared. Dosédof David shows evidence of both of these
observations; 2 Sam. 12:10 has Nathan prophedlyatdgte sword will never leave David’'s house
on account of his sin. Throughout the Deuteronbenigstory God is recorded as upholding the
Davidic line on account of David’s faithfulnesseeSl Kgs. 11:34.

3 de Vaux,Ancient Israel: Its Life and Institution@6. Hoffner, 115 ",n°2. notes thatbayith can
also designate ‘what is in the house’, which ineludives, servants, livestock and so on, so that a
wife is relationally or politically a part of theobise, while also being an object within it.

" This situation could lead to jealousy between deew, See 1 Sam. 1 as an example.

S Yee,Poor Banished Children of Eve: Woman as Evil inliebrew Bible 38. Yee also points
out that daughters were married into other familiéh the purpose of strengthening relations
between her own and her new husbands. This pfagégr pressure on her to produce the son
necessary to seal the new bond. It also showisltieeent lack of self-determination women had
in Ancient Israel. See Num. 30.

"8 Exod. 34.17-18, Deut. 7. It should be noted thatbible contains a variety of stances on this
issue. While there are clear denunciations of-intarriage, P is not so absolute. See, Sarah
ShectmanWomen in the Pentateuch : A Feminst and Sourcéc@lrinalysis(Sheffield:

Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2009); Sarah Shectmargh®&al eah, and the Composition of the
Pentateuch " iThe Pentateuch: International Perspectives on QurRResearched. Thomas B
Dozeman, Konrad Schmid, and Baruch J. Schwartzi{igén: Mohr Siebeck, 2011).

" Or perhaps a Cushite.
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Ruth and Orpah were Moabittevidence that Naomi's sons had married outside
Israel, Samson married a Philistine. David hadeifpr wives, a practice
multiplied by his son Solomon. The prohibition waased on a fear that such
mixed marriages would not only weaken the racialtpwf Israel, but that these
foreign women would ultimately lead the Israeliegay from their relationship
with Yhwh.”® This is a theme repeated through scripture, regitd at the return

of the exiles to Jerusalem by Ezra, evidence tbatsa the history of Israel, this

was a law that never took hold (see Mal 2).

The purpose of these mixed marriages was poligepediency, particularly in the
cases of David and Solomon. Their foreign wivesrewéaken as part of
international diplomacy, gifts from other headsstite. Moses’ marriage to his
Midianite wife Zipporah appears also to have atali element to it. Moses and
his father-in-law share a special relationshiptipalarly given Jethro’s position
as a cultic ‘outsider’. It is clear that often, skee'mixed-marriages’ are explicitly
condemned by the narrator. Moses’ marriage comdsruattack from within his
own family (Num. 12.1) however the narrative outeoseems in some way to
justify Moses. Miriam is punished for raising heoice against Moses (but
Aaron, equally culpable, is spared, the implicati@ing that Miriam was behind
the plot against Moses!) while Moses emerges evere mowerfully as God’s
chosen leader of Israel. However, his union with @ushite/Midianite wife is

never explicitly endorsed, nor is any other mixeatmage.

We see then that Cozbi, despite her seemingly |@dsition in her community is
still in many ways a socially marginalized figureaur text. The fact that she is
someone’s daughter immediately makes her a comynottileed, the prominent
social position of her family may serve only to re@se the reality of this
situation, a valuable asset in the family’s striyio consolidate its social prestige.

Secondly, that she had left her own people to mato/another nation served to

8 Though Ruth herself is a Moabite, her offspritigotigh Boaz's Israelite nationality, are

Israelite children. This demonstrates patrilindedcent. The presence of Ruth, the direct
ancestress of David destabilizes the notion ofitneger of foreign women.

" This ‘threat’ was amply demonstrated by the narras well. Perhaps the most spectacular
example is the relationship between King Ahab asddreign wife Jezebel (1Kgs. 16:31ff).

Ahab’s marriage to her is one of the great disastethe Deuteronomistic Historian’s theological
history. Ahab’s actions provoke the Lord more thadrof the previous Kings on account of his
flagrant worship of Baal and construction of Asliepmles. Together with Jezebel they suffer
much at the hands of the prophets, particularljpEland Elisha. Jezebel, the foreign Queen meets
a very gruesome death in 2 Kgs. 9:30-37.
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strip her of any power she may have held withindwen nation. The example of

Num. 12 indicates that even within families so etiéel such marriages were
coolly received. This particular example, alonghvthe others already cited seem
to suggest that this practice, if not common wdsasgt not unknown. There is no

reason to doubt that foreign women were a parsrafelite society.

What is evident then is that even within the bodkNumbers there is an
ambiguous attitude towards foreigners and foreigmen in particular. It at once
seems to allow if not condone inter-marriage whilehe same time displaying
some very xenophobic tendencies as Wetif which the treatment of Cozbi and
her ‘sisters’ is a major part. Perhaps we miglenesay that these stories together
represent the extreme of the xenophobic polemigm|Cfinds it unsurprising that
these events require a death, a victim. In fdw, goes so far as to suggest that
the Midianite woman Cozbi is a surrogate victimMidses’ wife-sistef* Perhaps
this is pushing the issue too far. After all, Nul2, as we have seen appears to
regard the foreignness of Moses’ wife as a noreissin fact, it is those who
oppose Moses in that instance who are made torsufféonetheless, that a
polemic is being raised, and in this instance &ewity ugly, even xenophobic one,

is very clear.

Stepping Back

We have leapt too quickly to the end of the storijdow that we have an
understanding of the social world in which Cozbs baen thrust, certain elements
of the story come more sharply into focus. In gefsan unidentified Midianite
woman is brought into the camp, specifically, ‘intas brothers’ by an
unidentified Israelite man. From what we know A marriage ritual, a woman
leaves her family home and is joined to her husisacldn. The process itself is
purely contractual. Typically, the proposal woblkel put to the girl's parents who
would then make a decision as to whether the uwiounld take place, including

the issue ofnohar® This was not always the case though, as sons atmeeto

8 Claudia V. CampWise, Strange and Holy : The Strange Woman ant#ieng of the Bible
Journal for the Study of the Old Testament. Supplanseries (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 2000), 224.

81 Ibid, 267. This claim is made in the contextlud tise of the Priesthood. Cozbi's death, at the
hand of a priest accomplishes much for those witidateér speak in Moses’ name, particularly
Ezra and Nehemiah.

8 This is a payment made by the bridegroom to tidels parents.
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act of their own accord, perhaps even against tighes of their parenfs.
Perhaps we might surmise that such an arrangentethd story as we have it. It
seems unlikely that a prominent Israelite patriamdly be happy to see his son
marry a Midianite womaf* and so this may indeed be a marriage of lovenaly
also make sense of the reporting that she is btdngh‘his brothers’ rather than
the family tent. Of course, it could be that thergmts were happy with this
arrangement. The Midianite woman is from a promirfamily, and so it is not
impossible to imagine that this was a happy arrareye for all of the interested
parties. In any case, the chief ceremony of mgeria the entry of the bride into
the bridegroom’s hou&&which we imagine to be a scene of some celebration
The culmination of this celebration is the consuriomaof the marriage; the

‘knowing’ or ‘taking’ or ‘going into’ of the wife Iy the groont®

This family celebratiof{ takes place during a time of national tragedy.e Th
context of this joyous occasion is the nationaldatmat the tent of meeting. But
what does the young Midianite woman have to do witk? She has of yet no
part in the machinations of Israelite social lifeadeed, we might even imagine
that their wellbeing or otherwise may have beenmetely unknown to her and
even further, of little concern, particularly oretbccasion of her wedding. She
has left, perhaps against her own wishes, theivelaafety of her ancestral home
and the protection it affords and now exists ilac@ of some ambiguity without
any of her family or friends around her. Yet iretfollowing moments she is
tragically caught up in an extraordinary displaynationalistic fervour. Phinehas,
a priest-guard who witnesses the bride’s arrivafjipped with a rage that he
cannot contain. He rushes towards them and spkarsvo of them, into her
stomach. The newly wed couple are skewered togé@ihe gruesome display of
capitol punishment. It appears that the Israglitn had committed a crime of

some seriousness, though what it is certainly petified® That it involves his

8 de VauxAncient Israel: Its Life and Institution80. For example, Esau is Gen. 26:34-35.

8 We must not assume this. After all, as we haea ssuch marriages were not unknown.

8 de VauxAncient Israel: Its Life and Institution83. de Vaux suggests that such occasions
were marked by the singing of love songs, citingd®sand parts of Cant. as examples. This was
followed by a seven day feast, though the consummé#bok place on the first evening.

% Gen. 24:67, Gen. 29:23,30

8 That is, the family of the bridegroom. There dsreason to assume that the bride has it in mind
to celebrate! Her involvement in the event andcilebration is nonetheless mandatory.

8 ShectmanyWomen in the Pentateuch : A Feminst and Sourcée@lriinalysisl163. Attributing
this passage to H Shectman suggests that the cammitted is encroaching upon the sanctuary,
a crime punishable by death. This is plausibleame sense, though it makes no sense
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new wife is implied by her slaying, though this mimment is at best,
unwarranted. She is not yet a full member of amyeatral house; not in any real
way bound by Israelite law. Indeed, the narratoai pains to emphasize her
punishment; verse 8 stressing that the spear pieboth of them, ‘in(to) her
stomach’. Cozbi’'s punishment is deserved, thisnse® say; she is no accessory

to the indiscretion but plays an active role.

Of course, such a view is baseless. Even if Cazla willing partner in the
marriage, she is still the possession of her fatmerew husband and as such is
subject to their own wishes. That is to say, sag most likely been a passive
observer of the process; an object of the discogsither than a subject to it. At

this point she is vulnerable, lacking any tangd#ese of self-determination.

Cozbi the culprit?

‘What makes a woman like Cozbi do thf§75s a telling question. As we saw in
Section I, tt represents much of the history dieipretation round this issue
which has levelled blame at Cozbi. The uncriticalture of Schwartz and
Kaplan’s approach is illustrated by their discussid the affair; ‘The rituals of
Peor were not strange and abhorrent to Cozbi anddumtrymen, as they were to
the Israelites, for such practices were widespieatle ancient world® If these
practices were so widespread, how were the Iseaelihaware of them? And if
they were so strange and abhorrent, why, as itaappeere the Israelites so quick
to engage in them? It also ignores the historweenh Midian and Israel, which
indicates a similarity of both experience and ielig expression. The marriage
of Moses to a Midianite wife would also suggesteark awareness of such rituals
and practices. Schwartz and Kaplan are quick taemn Midianite and Moabite

leaders for sending out their daughters for thep@se of deceiving the Israelites,

whatsoever of the ensuing decree to war with Midibleither does it account for the linking of
Cozbi to her ‘sisters’ that seems to indicate amomality not just of ethnicity but also
culpability, or fit with the notion of trickery ateception for which she is condemned. What does
Cozbi or Zimri stand to gain by encroaching ontém of meeting? And in what way does that
represent a deceit that justifies the exterminatioa whole people? This view is also based on
the assumption that the tent to which they apprastie tent of meeting as opposed to the family
tent, a view advanced in Cro&anaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic; Essays in the hystd the
Religion of Israel201-03. This seems to dismiss the notion tivae@ding celebration is in view.
This suggestion has not garnered any significaopsri; most scholars agree that some other tent
is in view.
89 Matthew Schwartz and Kalman J. Kapl@he Fruit of Her Hands: A Psychology of Biblical
g/(\)/omen(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2007), 87.

Ibid.
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without mentioning the dubious record of IsraeRatriarchs who did similar, if
not worse things! Their entire reading of Chaféris based in the tradition

which sees Balaam as the mastermind behind theptiea.

Schwartz and Kaplan attempt to psycho-analyze Cogbggesting that her
seductive skill may have imbued within her a sesfggower. They wonder if she
could have used her talent in a constructive wapul€ she have been a strong
moral force in her community®? Finally, they wonder why Zimri was drawn to
her. Perhaps she initiated the whole thing. Reshhis was all pleasure, no
responsibility. Such questioning ignores the tiiof the situation; that men
alone were the initiators of sexual encounter, dsaa daughter within her father’s
house, Cozbi was powerless. Either way, she isoinvay responsible. Her
actions are regulated by Salu, her father, or Zilmer new husband. We should
in no way assume that she is acting as a prostitlitee biblical writers are very
quick to reveal women as prostitutes if that is ithay are. Instead, the view of
Sivan is adopted; that ‘[a] respectable couple,heacmember of a highly
distinguished clan, is murdered in the privacyrait own bedroom by a zealous

priest carrying a deadly weapof.’

The Hero Emerges
This move from the couple to their slayer is anam@nt one. While our reading
is focussed on the person of Cozbi, it is the i@iship between her and Phinehas
rather than Zimri which can take steps towards‘te=mcue’. Reading Phinehas
through the work of Meike Bal will assist us her&€hat Phinehas emerges as a
hero through this text is self-evident. He is oy praised by Yhwh, but
rewarded. Phinehas’ actions disturbed the Ré&bbisvho understood that
Phinehas had taken the law into his own hands withecourse to the justice
system. It was an impulsive act; a murder, andasetangerous precedent.
According to the Rabbis, it was this divine intetjen which saved Phinehas

from excommunicatiod! Milgrom claims that it is possible to defend Rifias

L Ibid., 88.

92 Helena Zlotnick Sivan, "The Rape of Cozbi (Numb¢Xs/)," Vetus Testamentufd, no. 1
(2001), 69ff.

9 TJ Sanh. 27b, cited in Milgrorhlumbers = [Ba-midbar] : The Traditional Hebrew Texith
the New JPS Translatipd77.

9 |bid.
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on the grounds that he was following a command f@od® Where though is
this command? Moses had received a command frocdhviich he had passed
on, with modifications, to the judges (vss. 4-Bhinehas was not a judge, so he
was not privy to this command. Nor is there indama that his actions were
prompted by a sense of divine command. Simpl\igrom agrees, this was an
impulsive, perhaps even reckless act. Sivan tdkesven further. She suggests
that the stabbing of Cozbi with a spear which pextes her belly constitutes an
act of rap€? His action ‘impregnates her not only in a marteenflict death but
also to degrade her legal relationship to a levehmbitrary passion’ Her
marriage to Zimri is de-legitimized. In doing sBhinehas restores divine

‘honour’.

Bal has noted that honour and shame are closekedinto gender, and
particularly, foreign womef® It is a striking claim in relation to this textThe
presence of Cozbi, the foreign woman, so neardas#tral precinct represents a
great dishonour to Yhwh, and by association theg®siand officials of the cult,
and further, the people of Israel. They are shaimmgdcher close proximity.
Phinehas acts against her presence as a way oidiegeY hwh’s honour, his own
honour, the honour of his people. In doing sonayeater honour is heaped upon
him individually. In this, even further shame isuped upon Cozbi and Zimri.

The distinction between them could not be painteshiarper focus.

Phinehas emerges as a hero. Heroism is displgy#dtehise of force, by unusual
integrity and zeal, by an enlarged sense of hon@tere is of course an intimate
link between the heroism and the expression antfifasion of patriarchy’’
Sadly, it is often the weak who are put at risksirth systems, as it is the weak
who exist on margins, whose presence is a sourghaine to the community.
Such figures are easy targets for ‘heroes’. Viewover them justify one’s claim
to the centr®® which is where the divine decree places Phinehas fis

descendants.

% |bid.

% Sivan, "The Rape of Cozbi (Numbers XXV)," 74. $¢s0, CampWise, Strange and Holy :

The Strange Woman and the Making of the Bi#®. Camp describes Phinehas’ spear as ‘a fully
realized identification of the priestly penis wdlvine phallus.’

% Sivan, "The Rape of Cozbi (Numbers XXV)," 74.

% Bal and JoblingDn Storytelling : Essays in Narratolog§8.

9 Bal, Lethal Love : Feminist Literary Readings of Biblitave Stories37.

190 camp,Wise, Strange and Holy : The Strange Woman anMtiéng of the Bible225.
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We see then, that Phinehas is polemically set agdwzbi. Where Cozbi

threatens Israel, Phinehas emerges as a heromusawWVhere Cozbi is by nature
deceptive, Phinehas is seen to be decisive. Indeleidehas is a revelation of
Yhwh'’s own zeal for righteousness. Where Cozlai #urce of shame, Phinehas

is a defender of honour.

[Re]Naming Cozbi?
How then might we honour the memory of Cozbi? A vaonil-treated by a man
in the story world; a woman misrepresented by (nad®ory-tellers and
misunderstood by centuries of (male) story readdssfehabilitation possible for
her? To re-name H&F would be to inappropriately exert our own conmekr
her. No matter how noble the intention, the exsercwould be the same.
However, in the notion of ‘the deceiver’ arisesugtier possibility. It seems true
that there has been an element of deception inalsabout Cozbi, though Cozbi
herself is not responsible for the deception. &érs, the tellers and readers, have
all been deceived, ironically, by their own falsedarstanding of who Cozbi is.
The characterization of her as the ‘strange worbgnCamp, borrowing from the
book of Proverbs helps us here, in that Cozbi Iy strange, only foreign, only
‘deceptive’ from a place that sets clear boundaaesund what is normative,
exemplified here most strikingly by Phinehas, aodoed by writers and readers

since.

A recent article by Deborah Rooke clearly articedathe issu&? Rooke’s
argument is that stories such as these reinforedbdhiefs of those who already
hold such views. In looking at the stories of G@eB, Rooke points out that for
people who already hold a position that women al®slinate to men, it is easy
to read these chapters in a way which concur tositipn already held. In the
popular mind, these views have reigned for cerdurdiich makes following this
traditional line all the easier. It is not un@nhinist consciousness challenged the

unthinking androcentric interpretation that newhtigvas able to be cast upon it.

11 Frankel,The Five Books of Miriam : A Woman's CommentartherTorah 235. Frankel
points out that in rabbinical tradition, Cozbi Heeen known by another nanghevilanaj related
to an Arabic cognate meaning ‘womb opening’, ohone’. Either way, the misogynist bent
against her is glaringly obvious.

192 Deborah W. Rooke, "Feminist Criticism of the Olestament: Why Bother?Feminist
Theologyl5, no. 2 (2007).
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In this way, the ‘deception’ is removed, or perhéester, revealed. Similarly
with the story of Phinehas and Cozbi, it is cldwat twithin Israel, women, and in
particular, foreign women have traditionally beemsidered a danger; a tradition
which has been used in the condemnation of Cozbimvthe lines of this story,
and in the history of its reception. This hist@gyne of deception; a deception of
the self on the part of the reader. Perhaps thénjs how we remember Cozbi;
as the woman who reminds us of our own deceptiopunéelves and so as a
woman who points us forward with newly opened eydde to see things in a

new way.
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Chapter 111.3
Postcolonial Interpretation

A. A Short Introduction to Postcolonial Theory

Orientalism and Essentialism
In 1978, Edward Said published his seminal wdtkientalism,in which he
launched a sustained attack on the history of wegsteought and education in
relation to the East. Said, a Palestinian lite@ityc working in the United States
argued that the East, as perceived in the histbrwastern scholarship, was
essentially a construct. In his view, terms suglor@ental, Hindu, Muslim and so
on are simply inventions, part of a compartmerasli;m of Eastern phenomena
into a manageable, easily manipulated system. ifbeitable conclusion of
Said’s argument is that western thought has béesoily, fundamentally racist,
and re-creative rather than descriptive or anajttidHe consequently labels the

history of western thought about the orient asretésest

The publication ofOrientalism marks a watershed moment in the history of
postcolonialism. It would be incorrect to clainatlihe book occasioned the birth
of postcolonial studies, but it was an affirmatitvat postcolonial theory had
arrived and quickly set an agenda which could beragpiated by other
disciplines. This comment reveals something sigaift about postcolonialism.
It is not a discipline in and of itself in the wéyblical studies or anthropology
may be considered a discipline. Postcolonialis lbeen put to use across the
spectrum of the humanities, as well as in ‘sci@itffelds such as environmental
studies. Perhaps then, it is better to considerrédmge of studies that engage

postcolonialism as a fiefdand an immensely wide one at that.

Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin define the subject postcolonialism as the ‘effects
of colonization on societies and culturés. The breadth of this definition is

concordant with what has been discussed above emddps a basis for the

! Of course, by making such an all encompassingl&aid too flirts with the label ‘essentialist'.
Nonetheless, the enduring significance of his vait&sts to the strength of his project.

2 Here, | am defining ‘discipline’ in a comparatiyelarrow way. For example, ‘History’ could be
considered a discipline, whereas | am defininddfienore broadly, for example, ‘the humanities’.
Postcolonialism is not a ‘discipline’, but a thedaken up by various ‘disciplines’. Indeed, so
broad is its reach, that it crosses fields.

3 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen TiffiriPost-Colonialism/Postcolonialism," Post-
Colonial Studies: the Key Concefjtéew York: Routledge, 2007).
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ongoing expansion of postcolonialism as a fielestBolonialism is dynamic by
nature, as it continues to explore the often traionaffects of the colonial
enterprise, all the while discovering new areasrafuiry and critique. This too is
suggestive: postcolonialism is not just descriptlmat analytical and critical also.
It is above all things a discursive voice, witheye to the grand meta-narratives
that have shaped, and indeed continue to shagenhisdlorth-South, East-West,
Euro-Asian, Empire-Native, Orient-Occident, Cerittargin. However, as
Clarke reminds us, postcolonial discourse takeseplaithin local, micro-

narrative contexts, and deals with issues partic¢aléhat placé.

While it is true that postcolonial discourse isuarashamedly discursive voice, it
also strives to be a constructive voice. In thigleally tries to avoid the excesses
of its close cousin, or more appropriately, oldiédiisg, liberation theology, in
uniformly deifying the poor and demonizing the richPostcolonial discourse
needs to be cognizant of the reality that strustwfeoppression and suppression
are not the sole possession of colonial powersr iffstance, Clarkeoutlines a
five tiered caste system which operated long befloecimperial powers arrived
on the shores of Asia. Those who were born witlia tower castes were
condemned to lives of social inferiority from whittey could never escape, the
so-calledsub-altern This term was coined by Italian Marxist, Antor@@amsci,
and refers to the group(s) within society that subject to the hegemony of the
ruling classe§. Postcolonial studies picked up the term, paridyl scholars
interested in historiography in the South Asiantesth While this is a local
concern and should not be universalised, it is tils® that issues such as gender
inequality, racially based violence, tribalism awlon are a part of the history of
a large part of the ‘colonised’ world. To simplisily portray victims of
colonialism as helpless innocents is a mistake @aidts postcolonialism as a
dissident monologue. Bearing the tension in mirghtes a space to break down
the binary notions of coloniser-colonised and aflasitical exchange between the
two, recognising that in a postcolonial space, lefist together, in an admittedly

complex relationship.

* Sathianathan Clarke, "Viewing the Bible Througé Eyes and Ears of Subalterns in India,"
Biblical Interpretation2, no. 10 (2002).
5 .

Ibid.
8 Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, "Subaltern,” 19301.
"R. S. Sugirtharajah, "A Brief Memorandum on Pokteialism and Biblical Studies,Journal for
the Study of the New Testam2mf no. 73 (1999).
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As previously noted, Said’s project @rientalismhighlight the rampant fixity, or

what we might also term essentialism, in the acaclerark and the attitude from
the West concerning the East. Essentialism isafgumption that groups or
classes of people can be defined through particgleities exclusively and
uniformly carried by that group. Of course, such a practice or attitude has
polemical function; the group in question is congghunfavourably against the
powerful group. The ‘Oriental’ then is described arational, depraved,
childlike, “different”, the implication being thahe European is rational, virtuous,
mature, “normal® Other such binaries are primitive-developed aadage-

civilised. Having described ‘orientals’ in suchfashion, or perhaps better, in
constructing the orient is this way, in which the&claims some form of natural
authority over it, it is not hard to see how anoidgy of invasion and subjugation
is imagined. Said summarizes this line of thoughtthis way: ‘There are

Westerners and there are Orientals. The formerirdn) the latter must be
dominated, which usually means having their lancup@d, their internal affairs
rigidly controlled and treasure put at the disposklone or another Western
power.’® One can see this pattern in the history of thet&/'g@osture towards the

Orient, a posture which continues in large panlh to the present day.

Essentialism in the Scriptural Narrative

As revealing an argument as Said’s is, to labélyfixs simply a Western imperial
trait fails to take account of the reality that thistory of the peoples of the world
is a history of domination and subjugation. Theratéve of Israel is largely
congruent with Said’s observation of the westermstwction of the Orient.
Within the narrative Israel, Israel are characesti®s a subjected peoffien
Egypt, state slaves of the most powerful Imperaitee of the time. Their story
of escape, a powerful paradigm for other enslévgups across history, did not
lead them to a place of peace. Rather, the ensiory of their conquest of

Canaan (modern day Palestine) shows the peoplsraéllas an essentialising

8 Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, "Essentialism/Stiegic Essentialism," 73-75.
jOEdward W. SaidQrientalism Penguin Classics (London: Penguin, 2003), 40.

Ibid., 36.
1 While it is true that Israel’s emergence as aamaits generally linked to the events at Mount
Sinai (Ex 19-32), the Pharaoh of the Exodus stefgrs specifically to the ‘Israelite people’ (Ex
1:9). So at least on a narrative level, Israedtsxn Egypt.
12 Used here to describe all manner of enslavements.
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nation with their own aspirations of domination acahtrol. Indeed, Israel’s
colonial ambitions are canonized and legitimizeduigh Divine instruction. It is

Yhwh, who later becomes Israel’'s god, who initiaiyls Abraham about the land
that will be ‘given’ to his ancestors (Gen 12:1)e tand we discover in Exodus
3:8 which is already inhabited by Canaanites, gt Hittites, Amorites,

Perizzites and Jebusites. It is a land not toibbeng but taken, and taken with
extreme force. The narrative development of tidgrte is striking. In Ex 23:23-
33, the text indicate that the angel of the Lord diive the inhabitants out. The
original inhabitants will be expelled and the pe&opf Israel are warned not to

intermarry, nor to form covenants with thém.

In Num 33: 51-56, the agency of expulsion hastetiif No longer is the angel in
view. Instead, the people of Israel are told thay will drive the inhabitants out.
In both instances are instructions to destroy figaeatus of the local cults and to
by no means worship their gods. In Deut 7: 2, asé4 stands before the people
of Israel and addresses them for the last time, neire of the impending
conquest has changed. No longer are the peoplsradl to drive people out.
Instead they are to ‘defeat them, then utterlyrdgsthem ... and show them no
mercy.” The reason for this destruction has tavith the unique nature of Israel,
a people chosen by God out of all the peoples efetrth to be his treasured
possession. (Deut 7: 6) Further justification tlis destruction is the abhorrent
nature and practices of the indigenous Canaar{ibe=ut 18: 9) This has to be
read as commending the ‘pure’ practices of Isrdéle litany of Israel’s failure in
Psalm 106 reiterates this theme. Their attachtoeeloical gods (Ps 106:28), their
serving of idols (vs. 36), the sacrifice of thelrildren to demons (vs. 37) make
them ‘unclean’ (vs. 39). The ongoing danger is sw@d up in the final

affirmation, ‘Save us...and gather us from amongwuons’ (vs. 47)

What is present in the Old Testament narrative tisea construction of the

inhabitants of Canaan which paints them as unclead,which condemns their

13 Baruch J. Schwartz, "Reexamining the Fate of @enaanites” in the Torah Traditions, Tihe
Moshe Weinfeld Jubilee Volume: Studies in the Bibkkthe Ancient Near East, Qumran, and
Post-Biblical Judaismed. Chaim Cohen, Avi Hurvitz, and Shalom M. R@\inona Lake:
Eisenbrauns, 2004), 153. Schwartz identifies tigtirect views in the non-P literature. In the D
tradition, the inhabitants are wiped out (followitlge command of Deut 7:2), while in J and E,
which he describes as ‘pre-deuteronomic’, the iithats flee Canaan in the face of Israelite
invasion.
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lives as abhorrent and classifies them as expeadabheir land is the rightful
inheritance of Yhwh's treasured possession, thg oairect response to them is

to annihilate them completely.

To suggest that fixity, or the notion of essergi@i as a legitimation for
destruction necessarily plays itself out in thet teikthe Old Testament is not
universally true. While the divine decree to dagteverything is issued, the text
reminds us that such brutal destruction, this wiésnotoo much to ask of the
Israelite people. It seems that there was madsudé@en of cities at some point
but this practice lost its urgency as time pasg@ficourse, such a view relies on a
reading of the text that takes its historical cliseriously® If we were to follow
the understanding of process championed by Gotfi¥altht the conquest was no
militaristic conquest, but a peaceful infiltratioor, even a peasant uprising, this
makes sense of the continued presence of indigepeaples in Canaan, but
makes no sense of the presence of the divine detoethe extermination of the
original inhabitants of the land. Again, we araftonted with the incongruity of

the brutality of the text and a less brutal reality

In recent scholarship, questions around the irtiegfi the biblical narrative has
been a highly contentious site in biblical studsticularly in relation to Israel’'s
origins’ Mark Brett has carefully examined the disputeski®y the ‘broad
range of opinion that lies between the two extretfeswWhat Brett finds is a
consensus that early Israel, sometimes referredstgproto-Israel’, was itself
indigenous to Canaan. Israel then has some caytimith their Canaanite

neighbours, which is reflected in much of the samil which is evident between

41t is important to clarify that while this is tltmminant attitude, the Old Testament is not
univocal on this issue. Even within the Torah wad an alternate view of particular ‘outsiders’
who seem not to threaten Israel, such as Jethrthelconquest narrative, it is the Canaanite
Rahab who plays a major role. While these araisdifigures in the narrative, their presence
serves to interrupt the dominant ideology, andatee then overturn it.

15 Coogan, amongst many others, states that it lsanigmpossible to take the conquest narrative
at face value. Rather, it is better to think & ttarrative as an extended etiology written several
centuries after the events in an attempt to exlaim the Israelites came to inhabit the land of
Canaan. Almost certainly, violence would have biegnlved, and some of these narratives may
have some historical basis. However, no dataadable which supports the kind of aggressive
conquest imagined by the author of the biblicat.te&ee, Michael David Coogahhe Old
Testament : A Historical and Literary Introductiemthe Hebrew Scripture¢Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2006), 206.

18 For a discussion of this, see Norman K. Gottw&le Hebrew Bible : A Socio-Literary
Introduction (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 2002), 157.

17 See discussion of this struggle on Pg 7.

18 Brett, Decolonizing God63.
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Israel and her neighbours. Over some period dof tiperhaps involving waves of
resettlement, this group begins to form its owmgthdentity, distinct from her

neighbours.

Ambivalence

Another way of considering this problem comes frpostcolonial theorist Homi
K. Bhabha, who has written extensively on the notiof ambivalence.
Ambivalence was originally coined in the field dfyghoanalysis and describes a
fluctuation of desires for one thing and its’ opip®s It refers to an attraction to
something with a simultaneous repulsﬂ%n. By describing the relationship
between the colonizer and the colonized with thisnt the polarity of the binary
is problematized. No longer can the relationsl@gbnceived of in such absolute
terms. The colonizer is never totally set agatinstcolonized, and conversely, the
colonizer is never fully demonized by the colonizddstead, the two exist in a
fluid relationship which is characterised by fluation between exploitation and
nurture, desire and derisiéh. As Liew puts it, Bhabha's theory discloses the

incoherence, insecurity and incompleteness of emipir

The notion of ambivalence is built upon the conaapfixity’ in the ideological
construction of ‘othernes®. Fixity produces the colonial stereotype, which
Bhabha calls the major discursive strategy of dalodiscourse, so that certain
characteristics of colonised people are ‘known'ctswas the duplicity of the
Asiatic, the bestial sexual license of the AfriGard so off® Bhabha goes on to
discuss how the exercise of colonial power has »aiadeelement, which is

particularly crucial an understanding of ambivakenc

The presumed sexual deviancy of the Africans fseane established by Bhabha's
precursor, Frantz Fanon. His woBlack Skin, White Masksrovides an insight

into the coloniser's fear of black men: ‘Our womare at the mercy of the

19 Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, "Ambivalence,” 101.

20 Homi K. BhabhaThe Location of CultureRoutledge Classics (London Routledge, 2004), 96.
21| jew, "Postcolonial Criticism: Echoes of a Subaite Contribution and Exclusion," 215.

22 BhabhaThe Location of Culture9s.

2 |bid. Such stereotyping is commonplace in theentrdiscourse in Australia surrounding
asylum seekers. These people are cast as ‘quepels’, and more recently had their actions
described as ‘un-Christian’ by the Australian Oppos Leader, Tony Abbott. See Julian
Burnside, "Boat people un-Christian? Wrong, Mr Atijjo
http://www.abc.net.au/unleashed/4123872.html. Ased, 24th November, 2012
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Negroes...God knows how they make lo%e.The view of the profane sexuality
of the Negroes adds to the understanding of thendesgenerate, justifying
conquest (of land and body) and the establishmédntadministration and
instruction®® This litany reveals ambivalence: rather than rdesibn, there is
instruction. The aim of the litany is to produaampliant subjects; subjects who
reproduce the assumptions, habits and values ofdtumisers® However, the
result ismimicry, which is always far closer to mockery than itascompliance.
Mimicry undermines colonial authority. Citing LagaBhabha says that mimicry
is like camouflage; a form of resemblan@dmost the same but not white.
Bhabha’s conclusion is that the colonial relatiopsgenerates the seeds of its
own destruction: the colonisers never really whstdubjects to be exact replicas,
as that would undermine the reason for invasiomoreng difference and
achieving sameness serves to make colonisationfeinsible?® Instead the
relationship fluctuates, sometimes nurturing, dtect exploitative, sometimes
both?

The Hebrew Scriptures assert a divine warranttiergenocide of various ethnic
groups who exist in the so called promised lanceutD7:2 makes it painfully
clear: ‘Show them no mercy.” And yet the scriptuedso make it clear that this
decree to wipe out whole peoples never really cotadsuition. Num 25 is a
great example of this. The decree comes to ‘betilboand destroy’ the
Midianites. But in Num 31 when the story of thervstold, virgin women and
female children are kept. Later, in the periodhef Judges, Gideon goes to battle
with the Midianites, again with the decree to dmstthem completely, evidence
that the earlier destruction was incomplete. Aténd of Joshua’s life, he exhorts
the people of Israel to finish the task of takihg tand, which can only possibly

mean that Israel continued to mingle with the peaglthe land.

Ambivalence is a credible explanation for this &iton. It is clear from the
narrative that taking foreign wives was common fica¢ its prevalence

seemingly pointing to periods of co-existence andnflly relations between

24 Cited in, ibid., 59.

% |bid., 101.

26 Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, "Ambivalence," 10

27 BhabhaThe Location of Culturel 28.

28 Liew, "Postcolonial Criticism: Echoes of a Subaits Contribution and Exclusion," 220.
2 Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, "Ambivalence.”
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Israel and the nations it is called to destroy.thiNg much changes: at the end of
the Old Testament narrative, Ezra’s complaint & the men left behind in Judea
have (again) taken foreign wives, compromising thelwes in the process. Ezra
seems unaware that the returning exiles themselkeghe product of colonial
hybridity, their survival almost certainly the rétsof mimicry in the colonial
centre of the Persian empire. lronically, it isa@@nts of the empire that they
return, the younger ones almost certainly more Baidgn than Judean.

Said and Bhabha, joined by Gayatri Chakravorty &gfzare the three pillars in
the emergence of postcolonial criticism: any higtor review of the field begins
with them. The following section moves from posbcaal criticism to its
appropriation within biblical studies. As was ddished earlier, postcolonialism
is not to be considered as a discipline in itdalf, rather, provides an agenda for
use in other disciplines. In looking at biblicalidies, the focus is placed upon
two edited works which engage postcolonialism irnows ways. The aim is not
to provide a history! but to demonstrate the engagement of biblicalissudith

postcolonial criticism.

B. The Bible and Postcolonial Interpretation

It seems almost self-evident that postcolonialigsin should prove to be a
fruitful tool for biblical interpretation. Afterlg the biblical story is the story of
successive empires: of Egypt, Israel, Assyria, BahyPersia and Rome. It is the
story of a people both as subjects and ruler. ditieude of Israel to itself, as
subject and ruler, and its attitude to its rulerd aubjects is an enormous area to

be covered.

An equally, if not more important focus is the brst of the reception of the
text(s). It is true that the bible is one of tleaifidational documents of western
civilization and that it has been used to condoastarn behaviour, particularly in
relation to the West's dealing with the East. kdiethe influence of the bible in
the development of the world-view Said termed ‘Oradism’ is immense. For

example, in 1910, Frenchman Jules Harmand commented

%0 Space precludes as examination of Spivak’s wor&.hg8he has pioneered work in highlighting
the way in which theubalternhas been ignored in both society and scholarlyodisse.

31 For a more comprehensive survey, see Bradley dwelt, "Postcolonial Studies and the
Hebrew Bible,"Currents in Biblical Research, no. 2 (2009).
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It is necessary, then, to accept as a principle poitt of
departure the fact that there is a hierarchy ofesa@and
civilisations, and that we belong to the superiacer and
civilisation, still recognising that, while supenity confers
rights, it imposes strict obligations in return. herl basic
legitimation of conquest over native peoples isabaviction of
our superiority, not merely our mechanical, ecorwmaind
military superiority, but our moral superiority. u©dignity rests
on that quality, and it underlies our right to dir¢he rest of
humanity*?

Biblical themes lurk stealthily behind this ideojogf invasion, though its
influence is not mentioned explicitly. Within tleefew sentences are found some
of the key issues of postcolonial critique. Weéan elected people, a ‘superior’
race with superiority caste in absolute terms, mesl degeneracy of ‘native
people’, a legitimate conquest and a right to diréee rest’ of humanity. Of
course, all of these themes are taken directly filoepages of the bible, which
while not cited directly, undergirds the supposadharity of this kind of

statement. This, Harmand seems to believe, islaogtained reality.

Even in the midst of the colonial enterprise uraleeh by the West the bible
played a crucial role. It travelled on the shipshwthe invaders, the strongest
weapon of [the] conquedl. As colonies were established the bible was used t
impose upon the minds of the subjected people thetural inferiority, the
degeneracy of their culture and the practices,néed to convert. Written in a
language the native people could not speak nor, eidid an authority they could

not question, the bible became the greatest talercolonial project.

Today of course, the bible plays a less visible riol our culture. There is a
constant stream of data lamenting the decliningeplaf scripture in our society,
highlighted by recent controversy in New South Walegarding the emergence
of ethics classes as an option to traditional sorgclasses in primary schools.
Nonetheless, the bible is still present, its infice still lingering, particularly

around what we might call postcolonial isstfesSimmering tension in Australia

%2 Cited in, Edward W. Saidulture and Imperialism(London: Vintage, 1994), 17.

% For the Healing of Nation$916: 30, cited in R. S. Sugirtharaj&stcolonial Criticism and
Biblical Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 74.

34 See, Roland BoePolitical Myth: On the Use and Abuse of Biblicalefres New Slant
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2009).
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around the continuing rise of Islam and the peexithreat is one such example.
So too is the underlying anxiety around boat pea@pid their ‘invasion’ of our

promised land.

Even though the era of colony is largely past ugl we live in a post-colonial
world, the effects of colonisation live on in pal#l and educational systems, in
issues of national and cultural identity and so brdeed, globalisation is a factor
of the postcolonial world, insofar as it seeks stablish a hegemonic world
dictated almost uniformly by the standards of thesW/ As Ashcroftet al.
suggest, the process of the world becoming a siple€® at the expense of
cultural diversity is one of the hallmarks of th@anial project. Biblical studies
has a role to play in each of these discourseseriighten and critique
contemporary attitudes to these significant issared in the acknowledgement

that the bible has played a significant role inrntfermation.

In light of this history, perhaps it is not surpmig that postcolonial criticism has
been slow in infiltrating the field of biblical slies. The existent field, so
thoroughly White seems to have so much to losestd®tonial criticism threatens
to tear down much of the received wisdom upon wtiteh field rests and to
reveal the reality that even amongst people ohfgtople who by their mouths
are committed to peace, a culture of domination lhesn allowed to develop
unchecked. It is this religious element to billistudies, in that many of its
practitioners are engaged specifically becauséeif tonfessional stance toward

the scripture, which stands to lose the most.

Voices From the Margin
One cannot talk of postcolonial theory and biblisaldies without reference to
R.S. Sugirtharjah. A Sri Lankan born academic,iiu@yajah has been at the
forefront of postcolonial theories emergence witthie field, both through the
publication of monographs, and equally importanéigd through the editing of

very significant volume&® The importance of the edited volumes is closielg t

% Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, "Globalization."

% See, R. S. Sugirtharajah, &thices From the Margin: Interpreting the Bible letThird World
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1991); R. S. Sugirthargjall.Voices From the Margin: Interpreting
the Bible in the Third WorldNew ed. (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1995); R. S. Btrajah, ed.
The Postcolonial BibleBible and Postcolonialism (Sheffield: Sheffieldadlemic Press, 1998);
SugirtharajahPostcolonial Criticism and Biblical InterpretatipiR. S. Sugirtharajafi;he Bible
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to the nature of postcolonial criticism: there gssingular, universal postcolonial
experience. Rather, it is a multi-vocal, multiest field that must necessarily
place different voices in dialogue with each othemhe finest example of this
type of work is the volum¥oices From The Margin: Interpreting the Bible ret
Third World®" This important work first appeared in 1991 witsexond edition

in 1995. In 2006, an expanded and revised thirtoadappeared. In the fifteen
years since its initial appearance, much had chihimgbiblical studies, including
the rise of postcolonial criticisif. In retrospect, it seems as if the 1991 edition
were the nascent steps of postcolonial criticista the world of biblical studies,
something not quite grasped at the time. The 2&fion though, with its new

postcolonial emphasis seems to understand its tene

In his own contribution to the volurffe Sugirtharajah places postcolonial
criticism in conversation with two of its partnerfeminism and liberation
hermeneutics. Both of these strategies pre-daeethergence of postcolonial
discourse, particularly in biblical studies. It tise relationship with liberation
hermeneutics which is most telling. Sugirthrajaleis the points of convergence;
championing the aspiration and elevation of theakam “other” and a rejection
of the idea of objectivity, neutrality and univdismg reading practices;
resistance and liberation; the disruption of westegrmeneutical discourse; the
commitment to political stance and moral vision ietieing aware of the hazards
of such prescriptions. On these things, liberationist and postcolonial

hermeneutics agree. However, Sugirtharajah gods distinguish the points of

and Empire: Postcolonial ExplorationfCambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005);
Sugirtharajahyoices From the Margin, 3rd edR. S. Sugirtharajah, "Postcolonial Biblical
Interpretation," irvoices from the Margired. R. S. Sugirtharajah (New York: Orbis Books,
2006); R.S. Sugirtharajakxploring Postcolonial Biblical Criticism(Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell,
2012).

37 Sugirtharajahyoices From the Margin: Interpreting the Bible et Third World

38 Sugirtharajah seems not to share this optimistierv The Introduction to the third edition is
titled Still at the Marginsmaking clear the continued peripheral statusiohdermeneutical
approaches.

%It is worth noting that Gerald West lamented whasaw as a caricature of liberation
hermeneutics in Sugirtharajah’s work, particulathg omission of his compatriot, ltumeleng
Mosala’s work from the8volume. Sugirtharajah sees Mosala as a pivagatdi from liberation
hermeneutics to postcolonial hermeneutics, a stéfes is not convinced by. See, Gerald O.
West, "Sugirtharajah, R.S., edoices From the Margin: Interpreting the Bible letThird
World, 3rd edition.,"Review of Biblical Literatur@007, no. 05 (2007). In a 2009 article, West
takes up this issue again. See, Gerald O. Wediat\Difference Does Postcolonial Biblical
Criticism Make? Reflections From a (South) Afridderspective," ifPostcolonial Interventions
ed. Tat-Siong Benny Liew (Sheffield: Sheffield Phiog 2009).

“0 Sugirtharajah, "Postcolonial Biblical Interpretati"

* Ibid, 77.
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divergence, seeing them rooted in liberation heeugos background in
modernist discourse and postcolonial backgroungostmodern discourse. One
of the results of this difference is the realitatthiberation hermeneutics seeks to
enforce the authority of the bible. This flowsadrthe other areas of divergence
that Sugirtharajah identifies. Particular bibligakges and motives are deployed
without a critical awareness of the problems pdseduch motifs. The Exodus
motif is paradigmatic of this approach. So long floundational text of the
liberation movement, given its dramatic story afagse from enslavement and the
overthrow of imperial power, liberation hermenesitignored the underside of the
story which wreaked havoc for the people of Egypd the people of Canaan. It
also forgets that one of the immediate acts foligvithe exodus was the
regulating of conditions regarding the buying amdlirsg of slaves (Ex 21: 1-
11)*? Such behaviours stand against the very thinglibetation hermeneutics

fight against and so undermine the entire entexpris

Also noted is the Christian-centric nature of ldtén hermeneutics. Emerging
as it did from the heavily Roman Catholic continehtSouth America, perhaps
this is no surprise. However, the moral visionibération hermeneutics is one
drawn from the bible itself and more broadly, frather Christian sources.
Postcolonial criticism takes a wider view, beindormed by other religious
traditions and recognising that the bible’s mor&lion is in no way innocent.
Indeed, as we have already seen, the bible washtegideological weapon of the
colonial project. Should liberation hermeneutickarmdon ‘its unrelieved
biblicism’, Sugirtharajah comments, ‘it should bélea to join postcolonial

thinking to work for a different world from the omee live in.*®

This final comment provides a keen insight to tlewedopment ol oicesacross
its three editions. The 1991 edition and the 18@%e born in the aftermath of
the euphoric days of liberation hermeneutics. Asall West notes, they were
drenched with the ideas of liberation theol88yBy 2006, the idealism of that
time was past. The ‘margin’, previously a sitgpodtest and counter-reading, has

been crowded by an angry, militant, reactionaryrsag who seek to silence the

*2 |bid, 78ff.

*3 Ibid, 80

4 West, "Sugirtharajah, R.S., eioices From the Margin: Interpreting the Bible etThird
World, 3rd edition.," 2.
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reader and flatten the trajectory of the text, Zneg the meaning forevér. So,
Sugirthrajah surmises, the hope that the initiglegpance oiVoicesprovided,
enabling people to see God as siding with the poas, been eroded by a loud
speaking group that instead preaches a messageetdliatory, vengeful Gotf,
Across the time-span that separated the variousesliof VVoices ,the view of
the bible had changed: no longer was it seen asrae of hope, but rather, it had

become a tool of hate.

In response to this situation, Sugirtharajah cdtls an alliance between
postcolonialism and other liberative discourseshsas feminism and liberation
hermeneutics. It seems that he hopes such amacaliavill fulfil several

significant goals, primarily countering the currefiainaticism of the margin.
However, surely far greater a goal than that shdaddstrived for. Such an
alliance may see the overturn the colonial spititttee heart of the biblical
material and scholarship as it seeks to addregesssonfronted in the realities of
peoples’ lives” This echoes concerns he had voiced in 2002, gi¢tie detached
nature of biblical studies from the contemporaryrld/cand its accompanying

social and political issué.

In a 1999 editoridf Sugirtharajah discussed three things that posi@ilo
criticism could bring to biblical studies. Firstihe need to reconsider the
colonial influence within the text, embedded in tlwntent, plot and
characterization. How colonial intentions and agstons influence the
production of the text also fall into this categonAs a result, lost voices and
causes can be resurrected. Secondly, Sugirthasadested that postcolonial
criticism take on a reconstructive approach witms#evity to feminist and
subaltern concerns. Here we see the germinatitwsdéater call for interpretive-
methodological alliances. He almost immediatelynowents that the success of
postcolonial criticism will rest with its abilityot engage more than one
constituency, again reinforcing the need for a tjo@ifort>® Thirdly, an

interrogation of colonial and metropolitan intetatéons with a view to revealing

%5 Sugirtharajahyoices From the Margin, 3rd edr8.

“8 |bid. See also, BoeRescuing the Bible

“" Sugirtharajah, "Postcolonial Biblical Interpretat;" 68.

“8 SugirtharajahPostcolonial Criticism and Biblical Interpretatio26.

‘s‘z Sugirtharajah, "A Brief Memorandum on Postcolasial and Biblical Studies."
Ibid., 5.
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the colonial influence upon commentarial writingstbrical records and so on
that form the material of biblical studies. In BQGhese aims are restatedith
little revision. The content remains essentidilg same, though perhaps the latter
statement is more finely nuanced and more carefutiyped. Perhaps this stands
behind his claim that it is still too soon to cektie the ‘grand hermeneutical
achievements’ of postcoloniali$f in biblical studies. These continuing
emphases point to the reality that there is stilcinto be done, despite modest
success in its early endeavours. Most positivEygirtharajah notes that
postcolonial critics have proven capable of explpra wide range of issues; local
and global, vernacular to cosmopolitan and as basle been able to appeal to a

wide constituency, fulfilling one of the keys ts @ingoing influence.

As a way of pointing to the future, Sugirtharajasts three future tasks for
postcolonial biblical studies: an appraisal of thke of biblical studies in assisting
and reinforcing colonialism, a return to inventifigtion writing and thirdly, an
increasingly demanding role of vigilance in light the return of imperial
discourse in contemporary political discourse. Wes reminds us, ‘...no one
intervenes in other people’s affairs unless theresamething to gain from it
materially, politically or ideologically>®> These areas seem to transcend the three
aims previously asserted and so it seems that tSBagajah seems to envisage a

fruitful future for postcolonial biblical studies & continues to expand.

Minority Voices

In 2009 a similarly conceived work appearethey Were All Together In One
Place: Toward Minority Biblical Criticismis a volume edited by Randall C.
Bailey, Tat-Siong Benny Liew and Fernando Segoviae latter two of these
three have also made significant contributionsh® émergence of postcolonial
theory in biblical studies. Bailey, an African-Ani@an has been at the forefront
of raising the status of the African American conmityiin the academy as well
as calling for attention to the presence and imibgeof Africa(ns) in the text

itself. The significant difference between thidwoe andVoices is that while

Sugirtharajah's project utilises scholars from assrthe globe, this later project

draws exclusively from American based scholars.eitlischolars who are

5! Sugirtharajah, "Postcolonial Biblical Interpretatj” 67.
* Ibid., 81.
* Ibid., 82.
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identified as 'minoritised’; specifically, Africeimerican, Asian American and

Latino/a American.

This project defines itself without reference tostolonial Hermeneutics.
However, a glance at the subject matter showstligavolume is concerned with
what might be called postcolonial issues. Ethyjciace, location, sexuality,
foreign-ness, all of which are a part of the ganfytostcolonial concern are taken
up by the scholars involved from a variety of perdjves. What gives strength to
this volume is that it aims to create a 'minoritlaace’. It begins with the
acknowledgement that each minority groups' expedes different, all the while
aware that the fragmentation that that entailbesfirst barrier to overcome. This
volume is in some sense a response to Sugirth&aa@iservation that such
diversification within the margins of the discigiris troubling® The narrow
focus on one's particular identity issues resultthe neglect of shared values, a
fragmentation which likely decreases the potencynarginal hermeneutics.
Indeed, as Said warned, "Being completely focussegiourself means that you
are far more likely to fall prey to a stronger, mosecure and dominating

culture.’®®

The notion that an American work such as this ctxgldonsidered postcolonial is
in some sense problematic. While America was oaceolony and that
experience is fundamental to her identity, Amer@es fulfilled the prophetic
utterance of Paul Tillich, emerging as a ‘world ttenruling the other nations
through liberal methods and democratic forifsiAmerica, like biblical Israel,
has moved from subject to Imperial power. Morériglhas been the attitude of
‘America’ to its own marginal groups. It is hetat the term ‘postcolonial’ might
have the greatest relevance in discussions aboetrida Ethnic minorities are
marginalised in America’ a reality that the volume picks up. The experdsg
of colonial domination is experienced internallylhe historical aspect of this

domination is well known, particularly as it relatéo the African American

%4 Sugirtharajahyoices From the Margin, 3rd edrt.

%5 Edward SaidPeace and Its Discontents: Gaza-Jericho 1993-1@@5don: Vintage, 1995), p

96. in ibid.

%6 paul Tillich, Love, Power and Justice: Ontological Analyses atiddal Implications (London:
Oxford University Press, 1951), 105, cited in StigirajahPostcolonial Criticism and Biblical
Interpretation 34.

" The intent here is not to particularise Amerid@de recent conservative shift across Europe and
Australia has also featured a wariness of ‘foreign@ithin ‘our’ own borders. For extreme cases,
see ‘A Violent turn’ in the History of Interpretati.
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experience. However, it is not a thing of the p#sis a contemporary issue;
America’s colonising activity is as significant émbally as it is externally,
particularly as it relates to the two postcolorittedmes examined earlier: fixity

and ambivalence.

A remark from the preface of this work is telling,which the editors define what

they mean by ‘minority’. They

‘...employ the term with reference to “minoritizatioor the
process of unequal valorization of population gsgupielding
dominant and minority formations and relations, himit the
context, and through the apparatus, of a natiostate as the
result of migration, whether voluntary or coercedVe are,
therefore, using “minority” simultaneously to sifyni(on) this
demeaning practice and to challenge, contest, angd the
term’s meaning..>®
Give the parameters that the editors set for tthisicourse, it seems possible to
place their project in the field of postcolonialdies as we have discussed it thus
far. The issues of minoritisation are common te tbsues of colonisation; a
powerful group dominates a weaker group. The isguenmigration is also a
key issue, insofar as colonialism is itself an@fcinigration, both voluntary and
coerced, and its result is the displacement, thatoeerced migration, of other
people. In today’s world, where the invading caddism of the past is not
practiced, the ramifications of those migratory ergnces are still being felt.
The emergence of new metropolitan centres hasoledriew wave of migration
so that these centres are also more cosmopolitandter before. Nonetheless,
the attitude of superiority from the dominatingtooé(s) remains and has given
rise to the practice(s) of minoritization. It important to bear in mind that

minoritisation has nothing to do with number, bithwpower>®

Situating this issue in the context of biblical dies, the contributors to this
volume speak about the bible from their perspedctisaninoritised people, both
within the world of biblical studies, but also withwider society itself. In much
the same way as the contributorsvimices From the Margirthis serves to open
the bible up to new perspectives and helps to ‘ideise’ the field of biblical

studies. Talking about ethnicity, race, gendeis]pdace[ment], diaspora and so

%8 Bailey, Liew, and Segovidhey Were All Together in One Place? : Toward MitydBiblical
Criticism, ix.
%9 |bid, 6.
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on, from a minoritised, which is to say, marginatilace, continues to open the
field and fulfils Sugirtharajah’s desire to seeligdl studies remain relevant to
people’s lives. It also serves as a correctivéheocolonising tendencies of the

discipline which has too long remained blind tosthéssues.

These two volumes, then, provide an outstanding fen understating the place
and value of postcolonialism in biblical studiegee while they are not explicitly
named as such. Their warnings and prescriptiomgge a way forward, opening
up new avenues of exploration and discovery. Thaitual call for alliance
along various lines, racial-ethnic, methodologiaal otherwise opens the
possibility for a re-energisation of the discipliag it seeks to engage the world in
a meaningful way. As texts are (re)read, old aggioms questioned, perhaps
even torn down, it may well be possible to createew world. As Liew reminds

us, ‘Reading can be a powerful force both on anthbyreadere.30

%0 | jew, "Postcolonial Criticism: Echoes of a Subaite Contribution and Exclusion," 216.
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C. Numbers 25 and Beyond: Phinehas and Other Deteble
Practice(r)s

This Music: Beginning with Ezra

In Ezra 9, having returned to Jerusalem from céptim Babylon and finding that
the “holy seed ha[d] mixed itself with the peoptdshe lands” (Ezr. 9:1), Ezra is
appalled (9:4). His response takes the form cfraehting prayer (vv. 6-15),
which is more like a sermon, addressing what hegpeed as faithlessness on the
part of the returned exiles and those who had eehtweported. The wordyn,
abomination, or as the NIV renders it, detestabdetices, is used three times in
Ezra 9. Ezra makes clear his view on the statkid&hite society and institutes a
series of social reforms to purify the nation onuare. The story that we read in
Numbers 25, which tells of an Israelite man and i@idhite woman speared
through on the occasion of their marital embracénigffect an illustration of
Ezra’'s reform. It is clear through the way thergtis told who we are to believe

the detestable practice(r)s are.

While Ezra’s words, as in the NIV translation, #ne inspiration for the title of
this chapter, it should be clear that | am intex@sin reading against colonial
ideology. The chapter itself is guided by a stimig by an Australian Aboriginal
elder. In fact, it is a story told to him by hisother. It is a brutal story, bringing
together three images of abuse and violence coeunittgainst Australian
Aboriginal people in the first half of the ninetéfertentury. These three images

will be put in dialogue with three biblical textstivwhich they have resonances.

This methodological practice is not without preagdaor problems. In some
respects, it is contrapuntal, a musical term boewwy Edward Safd to describe
the practice of reading two texts together, fronthbesides of the colonial
collision. This practice is one that is considierchampioned in biblical studies
by R.S. Sugirtharajah . Of course, using the hiblsuch a way presents its own
unique problems, it being in some way the greaitifagting tool of colonialism
while itself being a witness to the experience ofonisation. The Ezra text
already cited gives expression to this dilemmausklem has been razed by one

empire, and another empire appoints Ezra to rebiiite citizens of Jerusalem

®1 Said,Culture and Imperialism52.
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continue to have foreign rule impressed upon tiafylonian rule having given
way to Persian, their own practices said to be stialde. This imposition of

foreign rule is, in some sense, the very definitbolonialism.

In contrapuntal music, different musical lines areven together, with themes
developed side by sifé. Melodies appear time and time again, perhapsiidied
by different timbres or registers, perhaps playgd Wifferent instrument; but as
the music progresses, the melodies converge: aftezontrapuntal music--in the
manner of its great master, J.S. Bach--is consahathie tension of dissonance
always and only temporary, a part of the buildinglama which will be resolved
in the end. Perhaps then, “contrapuntal” may beappropriate term for reading
colonial texts. Are we necessarily reading forsmmrance? For resolution? Of
course, these questions assume the consonanceultimately characterises
contrapuntal music, but such an assumption neetvexobade. Indeed, the word
lends itself to the expression of dissonance, &t @me “point” puntus)is pitted

“against”(contra)another.

A Cross-Textual and the Reading “I”
Perhaps it may be better to describe this appr@achcross-textual,” a term
favoured by Archie Lee. Lee articulates the gdaduch an exercise as “...each
text...illuminat[ing] the other...®® That is, each text brings new ways of
understanding the underlying complexity which givese to each; reading two
texts together allows each to [in]form how we rehé other. Rather than
working in counterpoint, we look at one text frone tvantage of another, before
leaping (crossing) the divide and peering back bene we jumped from. So in
this model, the texts continue to exist indeperiggram each other, even as they

come together in the creation of a new [con]text.

Lee’s project is to read Asia (a social “text”) Wagainst the Bibl&* This
chapter reads a variety of biblical texts with/agaithe experiences of Australian
Aboriginal people in the colonial period. Are thdsvo texts related in any way?

Certainly there is much that separates them, gpbgrand time by no means the

®2|n this way, it is similar to the ‘mosaic’ appréaehich guides this project.

% Archie Lee, "Returning to China : Biblical Integpation in Postcolonial Hong KongBiblical
Interpretation7, no. 2 (1999), 157.

* Ibid., 161.
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least significant differences between them. Onefeexts has been, and indeed
continues to be, used as religious literature; dtieer is the recollection of an
individual. However, there is a mutuality of exjgeice which crosses both and so

enables the two texts to be crossed through theéatnad of reading.

In reading this way, it is important for me to Hear about who | am: a white,
middle-class Australian man with a touch of Englésttestry. The two primary
texts under consideration bear on me in differesmysv As a white Australian, the
mistreatment of Aboriginal people, both historigatind its aftermath which
continues down to the present day, is a realityctvidiemands our attention. As a
Christian, indeed, as a church minister, the bitdle been a formative text. Its
difficult passages continue to trouble me as | seeknake sense of this book
which comes from a different time and place, yetclltontinues to inhabit our
world. As one with an interest in postcolonialdsés, my whiteness is of course
an issue. With Daniel Smith-Christopher, | ask “Wi® a white, [Christian]
liberal to do?®® And with him, too, | respond, “...to listen to, emygaand support
our colleagues from more or less dissimilar backgds or social locations” . To
be silent on these issues is to be complicit, b wimeasure of humility, | offer
my thoughts, hoping that they may in some way domte to a conversation that

leads to understanding, to reconciliation, to adoatorld.

Abuse of Aboriginal Women in Australia

... they spent most of the day raping the women, rnbshem were
then tortured to death by sticking sharp thing® lBpears up their
vaginas until they dieff.

The sexual abuse of indigenous women is highly denied in the history of
colonial Australia. Roberts notes that similarreeo the ones found in the story
cited (from North-East Victorid) occurred throughout the interior of New South
Wales, where communities were spread out and eshlatWith no equitable

recourse to the law, such crimes were largely igdothe victims left to suffer

% Daniel L. Smith-Christopher, "Abolitionist ExegesiA Quaker Proposal for White Liberals," in
Still at the Marginsed. R. S. Sugirtharajah (London: T and T ClafiQ®), 132.

56 J. P. Robertdylassacres to Mining: The Colonisation of Aborigiralstralia Australian
updated ed. (Melbourne: Dove Communications, 1983),

57 This story belongs to a lady from the Ya-idthmhaditg tribe. It is still being recalled today.
See Massacres to Mining: The Colonisation of Aborigidalstralia, 19.
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both the savagery of the detestable crime andrjustice of the legal system

which likened their evidence to the chatteringhef burang outan?y.

This view of Aboriginal people as chimps was widesg. A letter to The
Australian newspaper in 1838 says this very thihpok on the blacks as a set of
monkies™® Of course, this blatant lack of respect for tHeoAginal people both
forms and informs white attitude towards them iarael circularity: we don’t
respect them and so we treat them disrespectiullysing our terms: We think
they are detestable, and so we treat them detestdlile letter goes on, “...the
earlier they are exterminated from the face ofdhgh the better. | would never
consent to hang a white man for a black ofie’ln November 1838, men were
tried in the Supreme Court in Sydney for the murae28 Aboriginal people.
The evidence was overwhelming, the chief justidenawledged that a heinous
crime had been committed, referring to the Aboadipeople as “fellow
creatures”, and reiterating that the life of a klgerson was as precious and
valuable under the law as of a White person. $hfiiteen minutes the jury found
the perpetrators not guilty. Thankfully, some loé tmen were retried, and with
the same evidence were later found guilty and ®ebe hanged. They confessed
their crimes, their moral defence resting on thgriorance to the fact that killing
Aboriginals was illegal. On the street, it seentigat the citizens of New South
Wales agreed with thef.

But we return to the matter of the rape and cottbtdéd execution of Aboriginal
women. Most commonly, “rape” is used in discussodrforced intercourse; it
describes an act of overpowering and dominatioe. ffects upon the victim are
of course catastrophic on all levels. The actvsktion of human dignity, an act
of de-humanisation, so we should not be surpriedithtl such acts in the history

of colonisation, itself a project built on assunpedver and superiority.

On a broader scale, rape is a weapon of war anquesh It destabilises, even
destroys the community that suffers from it. THeldren born of the illicit

unions are routinely ostracised from their comniasitand families and create

68 H
Ibid., 20.
8 Cited in Bruce EldeBlood on the Wattle: Massacres and Maltreatmentsusitralian
Aborigines Since 1788Frenchs Forest: Child & Associates, 1988), 83.
70 H
Ibid.
" Ibid., 92-94.
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significant problems for family systems, particlifathose based on patriarchal
figures. Discussing the rape of Dinah in Gen. S#an notes that a woman'’s
great power is the ability to generate patriar@r] so to perpetuate or disrupt
patterns of successidh. Aboriginal society is based around clearly defigra-
familial behaviour, requiring certain categorieskaf to avoid each othéF. For
example, brothers and sisters must avoid sociatacgnor should behave in
formal, patterned ways. So too is the relationshiih the mother-in-law, a well
established taboo through much of AustrifiaMarriages were generally
contractually organised, partners brought togetiter met certain kinship rulés.
Acts of rape therefore cut a swathe through thes@ly systems, doing untold
damage to women and their communities, completslgnidsing the importance

of cultural values and norms.

The sexual exploitation of Aboriginal women, in Wi®lent and degrading form,
fits neatly within the postcolonial concept of andlence. The idea that an
Aboriginal woman could be married to a white manswamost implausible,
given that the prevailing wisdom was that it wob&l“degrading to the man, even
in the instance where the man was of a very low f§Such views were common
in contemporary scientific journals. One such j@lrScience of Mandeclared
in 1907 that “hybrid and mongrel mixtures of mamkiare as unsatisfactory as
those of the lower animals and they usually degeaeand become extinct’. A
mother to such children bore no rights to them laad them almost universally
taken from her. It was thought that the white blda their veins gave the
children some cause for hope, but only away froendigrading influence of their
mother’® Despite this, the absence of white women in thdyedays of
settlement seemed to ensure the enslavement ofightedr women, who were
often locked up for the use of their owners and thvner’s staff, traded between
cattle stations, forced into labour, and isolatexinf their communities. In every

way, they were put to shame.

2 Sivan, "The Rape of Cozbi (Numbers XXV)," 74.
"3 Jan Howie-Willis, "Family," inThe Encyclopaedia of Aboriginal Australied. David Horton
(Canberra: The Australian Institute of AboriginadaTorres Strait Islander Studies, 1994a), 356.
“P. Duncan, "Shame," ifhe Encyclopaedia of Aboriginal Austraglied. David Horton
(Canberra: The Australian Institute of AboriginabaTorres Islander Studies, 1994), 978-80.
'S lan Howie-Willis, "Marriage," inThe Encyclopaedia of Aboriginal Australied. David Horton
(Canberra: The Australian Institute of AboriginabaTorres Islander Studies 1994b), 664.
;j RobertsMassacres to Mining: The Colonisation of Aborigidalstralig, 26.

Ibid.
® Ibid., 27.



Raping women from outside your group is not a peaatonfined to the classical
colonial period. The scriptures’ conquest stosleew us that this was an ancient
practice in warfare. Here is the “them-us” dualighich is destabilised by the
theory of ambivalence. The difference which is nidarkeep us apart is in some
way alluring. Desire and derision are never too dpart, and when issues of
power are involved, that is, when there is not ambmce of the Other, the
consequences, for the colonised, are tragic. ‘dsigiroper marital relations are

constructive for peacemaking, relations formeddper.. are destructivé®

Our story of Aboriginal experience doesn’'t merehdewith the rape of women
though. The story quite graphically describes adtsnurder; the women are
literally raped to death, reminding us of the stofythe Levite’s concubine in
Judges 19. The murder is accomplished by the ispgeaf women’s vaginas, and

here we come close to the story of Cozbi, Zimri Bhthehas.

Cozbi: Murder and Rape in Numbers 25

Now, a man from the sons of Israel came, and hadghtoa Midianite

woman into his brothers in view of Moses, and iawiof the entire

congregation of the sons of Israel. They were weppt the entrance

of the tent of meeting.

And Phinehas, son of Eleazer, son of Aaron thesPgaw, and he

stood up from the midst of the congregation andiole& a spear in his

hand.

He went after the man of Israel, into the tent bagbierced through the

two of them, the man of Israel and the woman, )nfter stomach.

(Num. 25: 6-8)
On the surface, the relationship between Zimri @odbi appears to be that of the
newly wed couple coming to their new home for tbesummation of their new
marriage. What we appear to have is a proper rhartangement between two
families. Such relationships were not unknownsraél. Moses, Israel’s leader,
was married to Zipporah, the daughter of a MideuRtiest. There is nothing in
our tale to suggest that anything has happenedfauder. So the rape of Cozbi
is not effected by her new husband, but rathehbyzealous priest Phinehas, who
rapes Cozbi to death. The spear, a great phaifitoasl if there ever was one,

penetrates Cozbi and causes her death.

8 Ibid.
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The physical point of Cozbi's penetration is arerasting conundrum. Different
versions have translated the difficult Hebrewp-5% in a variety of ways. Most
commonly, this is rendered “through the/her belNJPS, NRSV) or “through
the body” (WEB). However, other translations seeae aggressively sexual act
taking place. For example, the 1899 Douay-Rhemrsstation suggests “through
the genitals.” Such a choice is not without preced Reif’s article,What
Enraged Phineha¥ alerts us to an ancient tradition stretching bawktte
Babylonian Talmud and other rabbinic sources thatrthis as a penetration of
Cozbi’'s genitals. Other sources--LXX, Peshitta ®tbate--choose to render the
word as “womb” which too has a sexual connotatioh. is far different to
penetrate a womb than a belly. Targum Ongelos stsgsa form which most
often refers to the belly, bowels or intestinest Wwhich may also be rendered

82

“‘womb”."* Targum Jonathan of Isaiah 49:1 uses this samm, ftranslating

“when | was in my mother'ssombhe named me.”

Phinehas’ action, as we read, must be seen astharen act of blind rage or, as
the text puts it, zeal. The death of Cozbi in th@nner is highly symbolic. Her
textualised death, in such an act of sexually edlaiolence, serves as an official,
or perhaps better, ideological delegitimisatiomef relationship with an Israelite.

It tells its readers that it is acceptable to tfeatign women in this way.

Controlling the sexuality of foreign women is anvmus ploy of the colonising
power. If you control what, if any children, themen produce, you control the
sort of society you wish to build. This brings &srprayercumsermon of Ezra 9
into focus, where foreign wives and their childege to be put away for the sake
of the purity of the holy seed. Is this too fammed from the experience of
Australian Aboriginal women and their children?vai suggests that underlying
the story of Cozbi, Zimri, and Phinehas is a precefk redefining family and
society®® It illustrates perfectly the unspoken terror af&s sermon. The same
must be said of our elder’s story. The tragedyofscourse, that the “putting
away” of foreign women has continued to be far ndifficult in practice than in

rhetoric. It is exactly Cozbi's foreign-ness whieh so appealing and which,

8 Reif, "What Enraged Phinehas : A Study of Numia&s."

82 Marcus JastrowX!Iyn," in A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli aferushalmi,
and the Midrashic Literaturé¢London: Luzac and Co., 1903), 812.

8 Sivan, "The Rape of Cozbi (Numbers XXV)," 78.
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sadly, is a matter of tragedy for her. The irofyGmzbi's story is that even
though she suffers such a tragic, violent death,virgin Midianite sisters are
spared in the ensuing war against Midian. Derigiod desire are never too far

apart.

Back to Today: Rape the Women, Kill the Babies

| lived because | was young and pretty and on&é@fmien kept me for
himself, but | was always tied up until I escapedmhother land to the
west®*

My mother would sit and cry and tell me this: thmyried our babies in
the ground with only their heads above the grouAdl.in a row they
were. Then they had a test to see who could kielbtbies’ heads off
the furtherst [sic. One man clubbed a baby's hedd from
horseback®

It seems implausible that there could be a morestable act than the one
described above. The actions of the settlers espidably cruel and appallingly
calculated. If anything could be worse than wkakicalled above, it must surely
be the trauma of having to remember it. This sieryold because there was
someone, an un-named mother, who was a witnessaond whose life was lived
haunted by the things that she had $&en.

Atrocities against children in the theatre(s) ofrveae these days a common
practice. Genocide, ethnic cleansing and otheh sletestable acts have been
widespread in the latter part of the twentieth agntfrom the killing fields of
Rwanda, through to the Serbian carnage wreakecsni&’ the child soldiers of
the Tamil Tigers and the still untold stories ofghAénistan, Irag and so on.
Children, those who have no part in any battleanflicct, seem to be even more

vulnerable than ever before. Even those who esdapéh do not escape the

:‘5‘ RobertsMassacres to Mining: The Colonisation of Aborigidalstralig, 20.

Ibid., 19.
8 For sustained reflection on genocide in Austraeg, Colin Martin TatAVith Intent to Destroy:
Reflecting on GenocidéLondon: Verso, 2003).In particular, Ch. 4.
87 As | write, former Serbian General Radko Mladioistrial at The Hague for war crimes. Ata
football match between Australia and Serbia jushanlast few weeks, a banner was unfurled
which cried for his release, a sure sign that victelingers not far from the surface.
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affects of war: orphaned, made homeless, destitlismwned, they become a

shame to their communitiég.

Kill the Babies: Back to the Hebrew Bible

But we are wrong to assume such actions are newrinvorld. There is a strong
biblical tradition of violence against children,tbareal and imagined. 1 Sam.
15:3 records the King, Saul, ordering the ruthleks/iing of the Amalekites,
saying they are to be “utterly destroyed,” incligltheyoneq the suckling ones.
The verb “utterly destroy” here (Hebrdwr-m Hif.) is the root ofherem(“ban”),
which lends the extermination a sacred elementsé&fbings which come under
the ban are devoted to YhWwh.Verse 15:8 records that all the people were put t
the sword, though some of the more valuable sheafle and fatlings were
spared. As the narrative is told, it was in spguthe life of these animals that

Saul’s Kingship began to unravel.

In 2 Kgs 8:12, Elisha predicts that young menlelitthes, and even pregnant
women will be put to the sword by a rampant Hazakis instance is slightly

different from the example in 1 Samuel, in that 8@muel example comes to us
as a direct order from the King, and an unspokenraption that his orders are
followed. In Kings, Elisha is speaking of somethihat may come to be, rather
than issuing an order. Nonetheless, Hazael gode become a King, as Elisha
predicts, and is responsible for the oppressionsiEel. Again, we are left to

assume that Elisha’s predictions come to pass.

Moving to the writing prophets the nature of thdivdgy changes once again.
Hos. 14:1, in an oracle against Israel, declarasttieir “little ones will be dashed
in pieces and their pregnant women ripped operhis 1 the second instance of
this image in Hosea, the first coming at 10°1@hough in this instance there is no
ripping open of pregnant women, just dashing ircgéeof little ones. So, too, in
Nah. 3:10 a remembrance is made of infants dashgieces as a result of the

exile of Thebes. Nahum seems to suggest that Bimskiould expect the same.

88 Anastasia Boniface-Malle, "From Violence and Wa8halomin the Hebrew Bible," in
Validating Violence - Violating Faith? Religion, i§iture and Violenceged. William W Emilsen
and John T Squires (Adelaide: ATF Press, 2008), 77.

89 Niditch, War in the Hebrew Bible28-55.

9 See also Isa. 13:16
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Clustered together in his fashion, it is clear thatimage of children being killed
in such cold-blooded fashion was simply a parthef practice of ancient warfare,
or perhaps, a part of the rhetoric that surroundadare® Either way, the idea is
detestable. This tradition takes a cruel twidegalm 137.

O Daughter Babylon, you devastator!

Happy shall be they be who pay you back

what you have done to us!

Happy shall they be who take your little ones amdhd
them against the rock.

(Ps 137:8-9)

The style of discourse here is telling. The psadnam act of remembrance, of
recollection, and looks forward to recompense. Bsita psalm, its language is
metaphorical, poetic. The previous examples talkhef killing of children in
similarly poetic forms. While this psalm takes thg oracular imagery of the
prophets, the examples which form part of the ni@eaccount of Israel’s history
contain no such concrete descriptions of the muséiéte childrer’? Keel points
out that Middle Eastern writing much prefers suoharete imagery, but that such
images often signify something far greater thatitged’he suggestion is that “the
little ones” or “children” actually represent theling class that perpetuates the
dynasty, and so the verse may be rendered “Hapipg i8ho puts an end to your
self-renewing domination,” which is far less troml than the actual image
offered® Yet it is the image offered which is what concemss Why this image?

Why this sick fantasy of violence against children?

Allen suggests that the “spiritual framework of thealmist” provides a key to
understanding this imagé. Such images are inextricably linked with the
theological concepts of the chosen nation, of #reitory possessed by divine
right, of the holy city and its corollary, holy waSuch passionate nationalism is
considered a virtue in the Old Testament recorde desolation of Jerusalem, the
ignominy of the exilic experience is an affrontYwh, and so the psalmist’s
lament is related not only to those things the comity has experienced, but also

to the sin committed against Yhwh, the killing bktchildren coming in some

®1 John GoldingayPsalms ed. Tremper Longman lII, 3 vols., vol. 3, Bakemn@mentary on the
Old Testament Wisdom and Psalms (Grand Rapids:rBakes), 609.

2 |bid.

9 Othmar KeelThe Symbolism of the Biblical WorlgdNew York: Seabury, 1978), 9.

% Leslie C. Allen,Psalms 101-150Nord Biblical Commentary (Waco: Word, 2002), 309.
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way to represent “satisfaction of divine justi¢®”The act of speaking the psalm,
of performing the remembrance, is an act of cliggio historical identity in the
face of humiliation and distress. It is in the eegwion of such violent fantasy that
the lust for revenge is sated and that such hopes@nmitted to the god of
[presumed] universal justice, so that even those mlouth such things submit
themselves to this justice. Actually, as Goldingaggests, this is even more than
hopefulness: in the end, this is an expressioronfidence in Yhwh’s willingness

to fulfil the promises made by the proph%its.

Such arguments can only be made by those who haste &rocities in their
sacred texts, and they presumably are of shallomfat to those who exist
within the communities that are victimized and/aarginalized by such imagined
violence. As we have established, this psalm da¢sdavise in itself the most
detestable image it can fathom. Instead, it borrénwsn prophetic traditiot
which in turn develops an older, less graphic naearadition in which children
become the target of imperial aggression. It ilsuno surprise that such brutal,
now canonised images continue to cause tensiowialahce as they are held up
as sacred and authoritative.

To this point we have been consumed by the imagkeomurdered children. As
awful as this is, it is at least matched by thecdpton of the perpetrators. Some
word studies will assist in highlighting thiswx is an important word in the
psalter. Indeed, it is the first word of the psgltan instance where it is
traditionally translated a “happy” or “blessed:” $or instance in the NRSV,

“Happy are those...” Mowinckel saw no differencevibetn>awx and the more
common term for blessing)na, though Kraus discerns a more secular tone in the
former. Happiness never refers to god, whereassinlg demands certain

behaviours®

Athalya Brenner, who reads this psalm with Jan Tos§& bookNeighbours a

story of the total destruction of a Jewish commuimit Poland in 1941, argues

% |bid., 310.

% Goldingay,Psalms 3, 610.

" Goldingay notes that this prophetic tradition damsages Judah'’s children as the victims of
Babylonian violence. See Jer. 13:14 and 51:20-23.

98 Cited in Henri Cazelles4wx," in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testamged. G.
Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren (Grandd2afgierdmans, 1974), 445-58.
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persuasively for a translation ofvx as “praised®’ Indeed, she argues that the
choice of the translation/understanding of “happy™blessed” as the first word
of the psalter is ideological, despite a long-harduradition. However, either of
the traditional choices presents a significantoathililemma for readers of Psalm
137. Are we content that those who murder childcan be either happy or
blessed? Even as an act of revenge, surely tlserething uplifting in the
destruction of innocent people. Brenner's choice “pfaised” softens the
extremity of this outburst, noting that a verbadaadt on the most defenceless of
the enemy constitutes affirmation, in the sensérighteousness” perhaps (see
Psalm 1), and/or is praiseworthy for the avengat,dmes not in any way solve
the moral problem. Nonetheless, it is altogethiffler@nt to suggest that the
perpetrator of violence may actually be “happy” atbthe cruel actions, or in
some divine way “blessed” on account of th&fh.

What we are speaking of is a verbal or textualisedasy of violence. It is one
thing to talk about, or to write about committingck horrors, another thing
altogether to carry it out. The verses that corellsalm 137 are a call for
revenge, but there appears to be little if any evig that such atrocities were
committed against Jewish childrél. The textualised image of the crushed
children, then, serves as a symbol to rememberc#tastrophe of the exilic
experience and the desire for revenge, withouyaywith it the actual intention

of fulfilling the detestable wish that the symbepresents.

The great tragedy of this image is that in ourystdfrAboriginal recollection, the
brutality moves from the fantasy of on&%smind, from the pages of a book, to
cruel, calculated execution of a barbaric crifffeThe grim reality of this story is
that the various understandings of the psalmists appear to resonate within
the performance of the psalm in colonial Australighis story inverts the

relationship of the psalm. The Psalm speaks froengbsition of the subject,

% Athalya Brenner, "'On the Rivers of Babylon' (Psdl37), or Between Victim and Perpetrator,”
in Sanctified Aggression: Legacies of Biblical and tHiblical Vocabularies of Violenced.
Jonneke Bekkenkamp and Yvonne Sherwdille in the Twenty-First Centuiondon: Tand T
Clark, 2003), 90-91.

1% pid., 91.

101 |pbid., 84-85. This, as Brenner points out, staindstark contrast to commentators’ assertions
that child killing was part of the mechanics of @mt warfare.

192 Albeit a “collective” one.

193 This too is the case in Brenner's article (follngiGross’ account), where the fantasy of the
violence is played out against the Polish Jewsdivabne.
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desiring revenge against the imperial aggresstis Jtory, however, is about the
unbridled expression of colonial aggression, a rcls@atement of presumed
superiority. The depravity of the action is in ti@me that it becomes. Not content
with the destruction of innocent lives, not contesith committing this atrocity in
the faces of the children’s family, the killing lmeges a contest. One can imagine
the banter and laughter that accompanies sportniests — the urging on, the
sledging, the laughter. In a sick, detestable viagse murderers enjoy their
work, they aremwx, happy. Sadly, as we will see in the followingctsmn,
community attitudes towards Aboriginal death washast ambivalent. Many
statements were made about the uselessness ofbiwegifhal people. Many
wished for their extermination. So again, thesenmmeay well have beemwx,
praised. And as Mark Brett has shot@hgcolonial attitude towards Aboriginal
people, even amongst the missionary movement, cteflea belief in the
colonisers’ divine right to their land and to theespread belief that Aboriginal
people were degraded, “on the level of the bead®efhaps, in a sick way, these

men had a sense of beimgx, blessed.

Castrate and Kill the Men: Australia

They tied the men’s hands behind their backs, thénoff
their penis and testes and watched them run around
screaming until they dietf®

In recent times it has become common, or perhagerbess uncommon, to hear
about women who have cut off the penis of men wénelcheated on them. The
dismembering of the offending man has become thienate act of female
retribution. It is an enormously powerful statemabout sexual control: the ones
who were unable to control themselves, have thieafoiheir indiscipline forcibly
removed. The result is that manhood, that is yotisa thing which makes one so

obviously a man, is lost, or more specifically,@ak

But the penis is more than the marker of manhobdlsb plays a reproductive
function. In an incisively symbolic way, slicingfa penis is a way of saying that
this is a person who does not deserve the righait@ children, or put differently,

no child deserves this man as a father. Even moagsely, we don’t want the

194 Mark G. Brett,Decolonizing GodThe Bible in the Modern World (Sheffield: Shefie
Phoenix, 2009).
195 RobertsMassacres to Mining: The Colonisation of Aborigidalstralia 19-20.
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progeny of this man to be a part of our societybtin, even unconceived

children are in some way condemned by this action.

Colonial attitude towards Australian Aborigines, ag have seen, was
contemptuous and violent. Already we have heardstbey of the women, so
dreadfully raped and murdered in such brutal, daiés, sexually violent ways.
But here too, we have a story of sexual violencarodted against the men of

Aboriginal Australia. What we have is a story ghesagainst men as well.

What differentiates this story from the exampletleé wronged woman exacting
her revenge is that the Aboriginal men were nopeators of violence against
their assailants. Instead, the invaders of thentalgroject mutilate the men in a
way which sends the same symbolic message: theirab®y is controlled and,

furthermore, their women’s children will not be itise This is, quite simply, a
method of racial extermination. Once again: if yomtrol sexual activity, you are
able to go a long way towards shaping the socledy you want to produce or,

more pointedly, eliminating the parts of societyiethyou find undesirable.

Unmanned Men: The Hebrew Bible

No one whose testicles are crushed or whose pemigtioff shall
be admitted to the assembly of the LORD. Thosea lbbran illicit
union shall not be admitted to the assembly ofO&D. Even to
the tenth generation, none of their descendantstshadmitted to
the assembly of the LORD (Deut. 23:1-2, NRSV).

These verses introduce a series of prohibitionghagpeople who may entar
o1p, the “assembly of the LORD” (vv. 1-8). Thap is the group of people who
are able to join together for worship, for readamyd hearing the Law, for the
celebration of religious feasts and so on. In #esse it is a smaller, more
exclusive group than the entirety of the peoplelsshel, which necessarily
includes people that fall outside the parameterd®gehis legal code. Indeed, the
latter half of Deuteronomy 23 deals with concemmuad themnn, the “camp”, in
which the entirety of the population live togethéverses 3-8 go on to exclude
other groups on purely national grounds, with vagydegrees of severit§®

What seems clear is that what is being promotedpsire people, much like the

196 Of special interest to us is the harsh treatmebetlevelled against the Moabites (See Num.
25:1-5). Their welfare or prosperity are not tognpemoted “as long as you live” (v. 6)
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society envisioned by Ezf4’ The standards once required only for the Priesthoo

(Lev. 21:20) are now expanded and required acibs$ the assembly.

Why this prohibition? Why must Yhwh's m¥f be fully equipped? Most
commentators see this as a regulation against tvbeehave been mutilated in
the context of the worship of other gdd3and so Craigie suggests that those who
have suffered these injuries as a result of illm@ssccident are most likely not in
violation of this law**® Consequently, their view tends towards interpethis
text using the holy seed ideology of Ezra: thesa lexe disqualified because of
prior allegiances to other deities. But of coumsghout functioning testicles or a
penis, reproduction is impossible in any event, andthese men provide no
danger to the holy seed of Israel. Perhaps, thesge prohibitions are more about
purity and order, and are consequently closergdHbliness code provisions from
Leviticus. Such men are to be excluded becaussowie injury which places
them outside the realm of the “whole;” they arenfilhed, permanently, and so

they are excluded, permanently.

Jione Havea suggests another, simpler reason.eTremple are not real mé.
They are unable to penetrate or be productive. indgahad their tools of
productivity taken away, having been “dismemberdlkégse men are relegated to
the sidelines of the Israelite community, nevepémetrate the boundary of the
Snp again, never to be fully functioning memberssdems unlikely that one with
a sliced off penis would live very long anyway; te@mly the Aboriginal story
suggests that this was an act of murder, althoughwho had suffered from
crushed testicles almost certainly would not diengdiately. Either way, these
men were to be excluded from the worshipping comitpuninwelcome at the
religious feasts, never to hear the very Law whictde them outcast$?

97|t seems that the Deuteronomy text is less extriname that of Ezra. As we see in Deut 23:7-8,
Edomites and Egyptians are permitted into the aBsgmwhich is unthinkable for Ezra and the
maintenance of the ‘holy seed’.

198 Clearly, this prohibition is relevant only to tleowho have or have had a penis and testicles.
199 3.G. McConville Deuteronomyed. David W. Baker and Gordon J. Wenham, Apdls
Testament Commentary (Downers Grove: Intervargigg®, 2002), 348.

110 peter C. CraigieDeuteronomyed. Robert Hubbard, The New International Comargnon

the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdsd®76), 296.

11 Jione Havea, "Members Only," (2010), 11. Thisaashthe idea of purity and wholeness
mentioned previously. These men are “blemishday tare not “whole.”

112 As Havea (p. 11) playfully notes, perhaps suclviddals would not, under the circumstances,
have any desire to join such an assembly!
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Deut. 23:2 deals with those born of an “illicit anf (NRSV). Such people, too,
are barred from entering 9np. The word used ismn, a form that is used in
only one other place in the Tanakh, Zech. 9:6, witbe NRSV translates it as
“mongrel”, suggesting some form of colloquial exgsi®n for a mixed race. Older
translations render it here as “bastard.” Commerdgatare agreed that the
expression involves the child born to a relatiopstiat breaks the “prohibited
degrees of relationshig™® and so goes beyond the notion of the bastardeas th
child born out of wedlock. This includes, as McCitlevrecognises* marriage
with foreigners, citing Deut. 7:3. Craigie seesultic element: that is, according
to him the term might denote children born of aufirostitutes, thereby conceived
in an environment directly related to foreign riig'*® For ten generations, the
descendants of these “bastards” are to be exclu@ied.form, mn», seems to lean
upon the elementyr, meaning foreign, strange, even forbidden. Thdnis
commonly used of foreign women (Pr. 2:16), andIso auggests a feminisation
of theamn.

What is evident is a concern to promote purity avitbleness and a lack of
willingness to include those, nor the direct dedesits of those, who fail to fit
within established guidelines. Indeed, as Deut. suggests, any tolerance of

intermarriage will lead to swift punishment andakudestruction.

All of this serves to bring us back to our Aborigjirstory. The Aboriginal men
have their penises forcibly removed. In the contektthese verses from
Deuteronomy, those who are inside take matterstirgn own hands and, cutting
off the men’s penises, they make sure of theirwesioh. What is at stake here is
not membership im %ap, but there certainly is a sense in which membership
participation in the community is at stake. Thextesnbered men, robbed of their
(re)productivity, are no longer “real” men and a@ndemned to a life on the
outside of the privileged community. The blemishflicted upon them by

insiders, serves to keep them perpetually outside.

113 Christopher WrightDeuteronomyed. Robert Hubbard and Robert Johnson, New latiemal
Biblical Commentary (Peabody: Hendrickson, 199@5).2

114 McConville, Deuteronomy348.

115 Craigie,Deuteronomy297.
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What is more, the children born of the Aboriginamen will now inevitably be
seen as awnn, born to illegitimate relationships and condemrtedlife as

outsiders. They will be born of “mixed” relationas children of rape, as
mongrels, as half-castes, as misbegotten childsadly, these children will be
thought of as detestable, though it will be thdomst of their fathers where the

true crime lies.

After Ezra’s sermon comes to an end, we read iptend O that the Jewish men
respond by sending away their wives and childr&zra encourages them: ‘Be
strong, and do it.” (Ezra 10:4) In a tragic wakelthe foreign wives and children
of Ezra 10, Aboriginal children were “put away,” lhich | mean taken away
from their mothers to be cared for by the very peagho looked down on them
for their Aboriginal blood. They too become excldd#eir lives lived outside the
privileged community, always looking forward to imé¢ when—perhaps--they

may be allowed to enter.

Back to Ezra, By Way of a Conclusion
We began with the words of Ezra 9 ringing in ourseaemove yourselves from
the [results of your] detestable practices! Peshap have not come that far,
seeing as though we end with Ezra 10, and thengustivay of foreign wives and
their half-caste children. | hope though, that tleéion of both who and what is

detestable has been subverted.

Cheryl Kirk-Duggan, in the introduction regnant Passignwrites:

Violence is that which violates, destroys, manipegacorrupts, defiles
and robs us of dignity and true personhood. Victeis the use of
thought and deed within a continuum of the physida philosophical
and the psychological that oppresses and robs dividoal or
community of their gift of freedom and the sacresinef their person.
Violence is a practice of idolatry: that which defes God’s created
order™®

We have considered a number of texts that havtheat core, the very type of
thing that Kirk-Duggan describes: acts of violemdended to damage individuals
and communities physically, philosophically and gigylogically. We have read

of innocent victims, robbed of their dignity ancethpersonhood, who have had

1€ Cheryl Kirk-Duggan, "Introduction," iffregnant Passion: Gender, Sex and Violence in the
Bible, ed. Cheryl Kirk-Duggan (Atlanta: Society of Bitdil Literature, 2003), 3.
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their sacredness demeaned. We have witnessed thmat®n of the sacral

nature of the created order.
It is this violence which is the truly detestalding. It is this violence which we

must condemn. It is the victims of this violenbattwe must stand with, lest we
too like Phinehas and the rest, and become delegiedrtice(r)s.
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Conclusion

Looking to [the] End

Biblical studies is a discipline divided, perhaper in crisis Debates over
method, and strategy, and interpretive frameworitgehcreated rifts, and the
results have been characterised using militaryogied? The ‘in house’ fighting

is really a cover for a greater problem: biblicaldies is becoming, perhaps has
even become, irrelevant. The situation is so Wed some, for a variety of
reasons, are calling for the end of biblical stad@ for a reappraisal of the ‘end’

of biblical studies.

Perhaps the road to a different end is suggesteithdyature of the text itself.
Many are anxious about the fragmentary nature bfidail studies, that the
fragmentation of methodology has damaged the diseip But the bible itself is
fragmentary. It is comprised of different bookacle one with a history. For
many, we know that they have gone through a sefiggvisions and editions,
material ripped out, new material added in its @Jagoices suppressed and
silenced, and new voices added. The text thisshes considered, Numbers 25
has been seen to have such a history. Sectiopldrexl that history, both in the
exercise of establishing a translation and thecharting the text's emergence

through the various stages of its development.

What is true of Numbers 25 is true of much of taean. It is possible to think of
the scriptures as a mosaic, an assembly of manig, pand in doing so the
scriptures invite us into their conversation, bath hear the voices present,
obvious and not-so-obvious, and to add our ownevtacthem. Section Il served
as a way of hearing voices from the past. Thoseegobrought their own
diversity, coming as they did from different circstances. They also brought a

measure of creativity to the task of reading andllieg the text, which enabled

! This is not to say that division or crisis is ualtey. Rather, a crisis can serve to bring energy
and resolve, resulting in increased creativity.

2 Mark Brett suggested this crisis was upon theiplise over twenty years ago. He thought the
situation serious enough to suggest that biblitaliss could hardly be thought of as a single
discipline, and that the differing interpretive toaf practitioners of different methodologies
would likely remain incommensurable. He calleddarethical pluralism in the discipline,
keeping the horizons wide. See, Mark G. Biitblical Criticism in Crisis?: The Impact of the
Canonical Approach on Old Testament Studi€ambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).
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the mosaic to develop in unexpected ways, and edeah inviting space for

further reading and retelling.

That history included some disturbing voices. reltealed that some of those
voices are still present in the world today, thiodlke oppression of women and
the biblical justification for racial violence. Avalos suggests that such voices
demand the end of biblical studiesWhy invest time into a book that justifies
such barbaric behaviodr®Perhaps he has a point. However, as has beeadarg
this is precisely the reason that biblical studseso crucial. Biblical studies may
appear an irrelevant exercise to some, but thas do¢ mean that the bible is
irrelevant. Critical scholars may walk away frohe thible, but if they do, that
will not stop the appropriation of the bible by sgowho want to use it for their
own interests. This is Boer's point Rescuing the Biblé And while we might
argue that Boer simply wants to use the bible tommte his own political
interests, what he does suggest is that the bgiglaks with more than one voice,
and so demands that more than one voice speak fd@rett's notion of ethical
plurality enters at this precise moment. A pluyatif voices is an inherently good

thing.

Boer and Brett's ideas come together here. Bodls ¢ar allegiances and
alliances, which suggests plurality. Brett calis plurality, a qualified ethical
plurality. The mosaic invites such diversity; dis#y of both reading(s) and

method. The mosaic unity calls for allegiancejdsolty. It reminds us of our

% This is not to say that the bible speaks onlyuipp®rt of violence. As as been seen through the
works of Nihan and Schmid, to mention only twathiat the ancient sources include what we
might even go so far as to call ‘pacifist’ voiceSee, Christophe NihaRrom Priestly Torah to
Pentateuch: A Study in the Composition of the Bidleviticus Forschungen zum Alten
Testament 2 Reihe, (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 200if)an, "The Priestly Covenant, Its
Reinterpretations, and the Composition of "P"."h\8artz, "Reexamining the Fate of the
"Canaanites"” in the Torah Traditions."; Thomas Bz&mnan and Konrad Schmiél,Farewell to
the Yahwist? The Composition of the PentateucheoeRt European InterpretatiofAtlanta:
Society of Biblical Literature, 2006); Dozeman, 86tl, and SchwartZlhe Pentateuch:
International Perspectives on Current Research

“*Hector AvalosThe End of Biblical StudiegAmherst: Prometheus Books, 2007).

® For detailed work on the explicit use of biblitmhguage in colonising discourse, see, Brett,
Decolonizing GodR. S. Sugirtharajah, e@ihe Postcolonial BibleBible and Postcolonialism
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998); RSBgirtharajahPostcolonial Criticism and
Biblical Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002); R. SgBtharajah,The Bible
and Empire: Postcolonial Exploration@Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005);
SugirtharajahTroublesome Texts: The Bible in Colonial and Compterary Culture Roland
Boer,Last Stop Before Antarctica: The Bible and Postoi@lism in Australia 2nd ed., Semeia
Studies (Leiden Brill, 2008).

®Roland BoerRescuing the BibleBlackwell Manifestos (Oxford: Blackwell Pub. Lt2007).
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connectedness, despite our apparent incongruerntegeminds us that being
fragmentary is not the same as being broken. THeidual pieces are both
connected and connecting. It reminds us, as wenli® the voices from the past,
that readings are transitory, which should foraqeemsure of humility upon us as

we offer our own readings, themselves temporary.

Section Il adds more voices to the conversatibhe readings listen to the voices
of the past, while trying to add something new. ey'hare inspired by the
creativity of old readings, while trying to spedboat them in a new way. Brett,
citing Frank Kermode, reminds us that of texts likese, ‘there will always be
something else and somethidifferentto say.” (ltalics added). What is said is
never terminal, never definitive. It is simply setining else, something different,

one piece in the enlarging mosaic.

If there is always something else to say, somettifigrent to say, then this begs
the question, ‘what next?’ This thesis has engagedmber of reading strategies,
but has not exhausted the possibilities. A psychbysical approach to reading
this text would surely be a fruitful exercise. Téabject range is broad: Why
does Moses alter the divine command? Why is Zsoribold in bringing an

innocent woman into a grieving community, assumitgt he knew the

aggravation it would create? Why does Cozbi'sdatilow the marriage in such

strained circumstances? What lies behind Phinghasiacal rage?

Or perhaps one might wish to read the story frowtlzer place. What might this
story say to a family who has suffered shame kgiih What might it say to
people co-opted into acts of violence against timeiighbours? Against their
families? Equally, what might those people say adke text? How might their

contribution enrich the mosaic?

To What End? The Unfinished Business of Biblical tdies
This thesis began with Barton’s idea of ‘plain snslt has become clear that
plain sense is contested ground. What is plaione is decidedly unclear to

someone else. The lack of clarity comes from ahner of places, whether by

" Kermode Forms of AttentiorfChicago: Chicago University Press, 1985), p. 6Briett, Biblical
Criticism in Crisis?: The Impact of the Canonicgdgkoach on Old Testament Studi&s7.
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experience, methodology, motivation or somethirge ejuite different. Rather
than seeing this as a problem, rather than consgléra crisis, even an ‘end’, it
is hoped that this plurality can be a sign of sjten Plurality creates the space for
allegiances, for unity. The wide horizon hopedlgBrett may well hold the key

for a relevant biblical studies.

To do so, a new way of thinking about biblical $éisdis required. In the light of
the real world issues that could consume our timek vaork, there is little or no
time for parochialism about methodology or strateg¥his isn't to say that
reflection on such things is unimportant: certainbt. As Patte and Brett have
reminded us, there is an ethical concern that néedse present in our work.
However, becoming consumed with these matters,aasbken the case for the
past several decades, has led the discipline tdtim& of irrelevance, so that

established professionals have called for the end.

Actually, what is required is a new ending, or avrend, if we consider the word
as signalling a purpose. The mosaic is a way @gining this new end, as it
draws our work together rather than divides us.rettognises the temporal,
transitory nature of our work, while always invilinsomething new. It
encourages us to see our work as contributing targer project rather than
existing in isolation. It calls us to solidaritgelebrating difference, innovation
and creativity, all the while respecting the wohlattis already in place. It must
seek to critique violent mis-readings, recognisihg harm these have done to
others, both physically, emotionally and psychatadly, both in the reports of the
textual world, and in their appropriation in theypital world. It must aim to
create new ones marked by a commitment to justeadings which resist the
temptation to exercise mastery or control over itfie In doing so, it is possible
to imagine another end, and doing so, we find thate is still work to do: the

unfinished, unending business of biblical studies.

8 Brett, Decolonizing God182.
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